Governing customers? Integrating customer focus and compliance in the urban governance context by Clarke, Andrew James
  
 
 
 
 
Governing customers? Integrating customer focus and compliance in the urban 
governance context 
Andrew James Clarke 
Bachelor of Arts, Honours (Sociology) 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at 
The University of Queensland in 2017 
The School of Social Science 
i 
 
Abstract 
The drive to instil ‘customer focus’ in government services has always been controversial. However, 
it is particularly controversial when adopted in services that have compliance functions, such as 
regulatory bodies, the police and some welfare agencies. The reason for this is that, whereas customer 
focus discourse prescribes that public services tailor their offerings to the preferences of individual 
service users, compliance-oriented services produce public goods (order, safety, etc.) by compelling 
individuals to do/stop doing certain things regardless of their preferences. There is, therefore, a prima 
facie tension between customer focus discourse and the objectives and practices of compliance, and 
this raises important questions about why and how customer focus is adopted in compliance-oriented 
services, and what the consequences of this are. 
This thesis addresses these questions by investigating the adoption of customer focus policies in the 
compliance branch of an Australian city council. It is informed by a conceptual framework derived 
from the governmentality studies literature, where numerous theoretical resources exist for examining 
how styles of thinking, such as customer focus, shape, and are shaped by, practices for governing the 
conduct of political subjects. In particular, I draw on the theoretical and methodological insights of a 
number of recent governmentality studies that examine governing at the level of situated practices as 
well as, or instead of, at the level of widespread discourses or political rationalities. The rationale for 
attending to situated practices is to grasp how discourses like customer focus are mobilised by situated 
actors to address problems emerging in particular governmental contexts, such as urban governance. 
It is also to facilitate analysis of how heterogeneous discourses and practices, such as customer focus 
and compliance, are assembled together and how tensions between them are managed on the ground.  
The thesis presents data collected through ethnographic fieldwork that I conducted with the 
compliance branch of the city council mentioned above. An ethnographic approach was adopted 
because it best aligned with my theoretical orientation to study governing at the level of situated 
practices. Adopting an ethnographic approach allowed me to observe firsthand how customer focus 
discourse is integrated with compliance practices in the day-to-day operations of urban governance. 
It also allowed me to overcome some of the limitations associated with the reliance on textual analysis 
of archival materials in governmentality studies, such as the tendency to infer the operation and 
effects of governing practices from how they are represented in programmatic texts.  
Previous research has foregrounded the tensions that arise when customer focus is adopted in 
compliance-oriented public services and has warned that these tensions risk undermining the public 
interest outcomes that compliance services produce. The findings presented in this thesis contributes 
to this literature by moving beyond the identification of tensions to examine the conditions that lead 
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to the adoption of customer focus in compliance-oriented services and how any tensions that do 
emerge are managed by the actors involved. The thesis shows, firstly, that whilst new public 
management discourse is an important condition driving the adoption of customer focus in 
compliance services, as previous studies have recognised, other conditions, challenges and processes 
specific to the domain of compliance also play an important role. Secondly, the thesis shows that 
urban compliance services manage the tensions produced by customer focus by blending it with 
existing governance discourses, even if this means combining discourses and subject positions that 
appear antithetical to one another. Thirdly, the thesis shows that customer focus is applied to the full 
suite of compliance practices deployed by urban compliance services, including to the kinds of 
coercive enforcement practices that previous research has considered beyond the purview of customer 
focus.  
The significance of these findings is that they reveal that tensions between customer focus and 
compliance do not stop urban compliance services from integrating them in ways that reshape the 
way that urban governance unfolds. This means that scholars must recalibrate their critical 
assessments of customer focus and related discourses to take account of its unexpected and 
unpredictable articulations with the objectives and practices of compliance or risk misjudging its 
effects. This thesis makes an important contribution to this endeavour.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
Today, we have become somewhat accustomed to being referred to as ‘customers’ in each and all of 
our diverse relationships with the organisations that serve us, no matter whether these organisations 
are private, public or ‘third sector’. Once, being a customer meant voluntarily seeking out and paying 
for goods or services from a private provider selected from a range of competing options on the 
market (Korczynski & Ott, 2004). However, the term ‘customer’ has lost much of this original 
specificity, thanks largely to its generalisation from a term describing a kind of market actor to one 
applied to subjects engaged in a whole variety of relationships and social contexts (du Gay, 1996). 
Hence, today one is a ‘customer’ not only when one purchases something on the private market but 
also when one is admitted to the local hospital (Clarke, Newman, Smith, Vidler, & Westmarland, 
2007; Sturgeon, 2014), registers for unemployment benefits (Howard, 2012; Rosenthal & Peccei, 
2006, 2007), applies for or resides in public housing (Fellesson, 2011; Marston, 2000; McIntyre & 
McKee, 2008), or attends university (Lorenz, 2012). Moreover, we are imputed the customer identity 
in these contexts regardless of the fact that, in many cases (although certainly not all), we do not make 
direct payment for the service we consume, we do not choose from a market of competing providers 
and we may not always have much choice over whether or not we consume the service at all (Alford, 
2002; Clarke et al., 2007).  
If there is one context, however, where being referred to as a customer may still cause us some 
bemusement, it is in our relationships with public services who impose obligations upon us, who 
regulate our conduct and who enforce our compliance with prevailing rules and laws. For over two 
decades, the customer concept has been employed in a variety of such services, including the police 
(Clarke et al., 2007; Loader, 1999; Needham, 2009), tax agencies (Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; 
Tuck, 2013; Tuck, Lamb, & Hoskin, 2011), and criminal justice ‘services’ like prisons, probation and 
parole (Crook & Wood, 2014; Donohue & Moore, 2009; McCulloch & McNeill, 2007; Vardon, 1997; 
Weller, 1997). The reason that being treated like a customer in these contexts continues to feel 
unnatural, despite the fact that it is no longer a novel phenomenon, goes to the distinctive nature of 
these organisations, their objectives and the way in which they pursue them. As Sparrow (2000, p. 3) 
explains:  
… [w]hatever difficulties we face in translating service models to government will be most 
acute in regulatory and enforcement domains’ [for][t]he underlying nature of the regulatory 
business requires that individual or private satisfaction be weighed against, and often sacrificed 
to, broader public purposes’.  
2 
 
This quote from Sparrow highlights two important issues that arise from attempts to instil public 
services that have compliance, enforcement, regulatory or punitive functions with a ‘customer focus’.  
Firstly, these kinds of services tend to invoke collective public interests as their ultimate end, rather 
than the satisfaction of individual customers (Alford & Speed, 2006). Indeed, like many public 
services, services with punitive or compliance functions claim that they produce ‘public goods’ that 
are not necessarily consumed directly by any given individual, but which indirectly benefit the public 
as a whole. Oft cited examples of these ‘public goods’ include public order and safety, a natural 
environment free from pollution and degradation, a fair tax system where everyone pays what they 
owe, and equitable access to public resources such as public parks or parking spaces in busy city 
centres (Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; Alford, 2002; Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000).  
To a degree, all public services are oriented to producing public goods of some kind or another. 
However, acting in the public interest is particularly important for services with compliance functions. 
The reason for this is that such services justify the coercive relationship that they have with some 
individuals and organisations by claiming that this is necessary for the fulfilment of their public 
interest objectives. As numerous scholars and public servants have pointed out, this claim to supply 
public goods sits uneasily with recent attempts by governments and senior bureaucrats to make these 
services more customer focused (Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000). This is because traditional 
and common sense understandings of the term ‘customer’ refer to an individual (or some other private 
actor, like a firm) who is seeking to advance their private interests through their market-mediated 
consumption choices (Korczynski & Ott, 2004). Moreover, it is seen as the aim of ‘customer focused’ 
organisations to help these individuals to fulfil their interests by offering them products and services 
that are tailored to their preferences, regardless of the broader benefits or costs that this has for the 
collective citizenry (Alford, 2002).  
This brings us to the second issue raised by Sparrow (2000). That is, the pursuit of broader collective 
goals means that services with compliance functions have a very different relationship with the 
individuals or organisations with whom they have direct dealings than the kinds of relationships that 
private firms with their customers. In the private sector, at least in theory, customers choose both 
whether they wish to consume a given service and, if so, who out of a set of competing providers will 
provide it to them. In contrast to this, many people engaged with public services that have compliance 
functions are ‘coerced consumers’ who are ‘obliged to receive services’ (Clarke et al., 2007, p. 88, 
original emphasis) (see also Alford, 2002; Donohue & Moore, 2009). Moreover, even when 
individual actors are not related to in coercive ways, as is the case with victims of crime or 
complainants in regulatory encounters, their individual interests and expectations still tend to be 
subordinated to the public interest. For example, in the context of policing, the demands of victims 
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are subordinated to such public-oriented considerations as due process, the rule of law, and expert 
intelligence about how to use scarce enforcement resources in the most efficient and effective way 
(Clarke et al., 2007; Loader, 1999; Needham, 2009). 
These issues raise a number of important questions about the adoption of the customer concept and 
of customer focus policies in public services that deal in compliance, enforcement, punishment or 
regulation. Firstly, given that a range of prima facie tensions exist between the objectives and 
practices of compliance-oriented services and the logic of customer focus, what conditions lead the 
actors responsible for these services to relate to members of the public as customers? Secondly, given 
that public services with compliance functions privilege the public interest over the needs and 
preferences of any given individual ‘customer’, how do they determine who their customers are and 
what effect (if any) does this have on their relationship with those subjects that they deemed 
customers? Thirdly, given that compliance almost always entails a degree of coercion and/or 
punishment, how is customer focus integrated in compliance strategies, and what effect does this have 
on how the state deploys its coercive powers? 
Examining the integration of customer focus and compliance in urban governance 
context 
In this thesis, I provide answers to these questions by drawing on research that I conducted with a 
compliance branch of a large city council in Australia. Local government has been one of key site for 
the enactment of customer focus and related reforms. This is because local government delivers a 
large proportion of all government services and it because it is seen as having the most direct 
relationship with members of the public of all the levels of government (Aulich, 1999: 38; Caulfield, 
2003). A number of studies have examined the impact of customer focus on local government per se 
(see, inter alia, Aulich, 1999; G. Baker, 2003; Bloomfield & Hayes, 2009; Caulfield, 2003; Dutil, 
Howard, Langford, & Roy, 2008; Guarneros-Meza, Downe, Entwistle, & Martin, 2014; Richter & 
Cornford, 2008; Yetano, 2009). However, despite the fact the majority of the people serviced by local 
governments live in urban areas, the effect of customer focus reforms on urban governance 
specifically is not well understood.  
Urban governance refers to how the processes, conduct and problems that characterise cities are 
governed by the state and other authorities. There exists a large academic literature on urban 
governance. However, the dominant focus in this literature is how the governance of cities has been, 
and continues to be, reconfigured in relation to broader political-economic processes, such as 
globalisation (or glocalisation), neo-liberalisation and urbanisation (Brenner, 1999, 2004, 2014; 
Harvey, 1989; Jessop, 2002; Peck, Theodore, & Brenner, 2013; Theodore, Peck, & Brenner, 2011). 
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Thus, even when customer focus or related reforms are acknowledged in this literature, they are 
invoked in passing as one amongst a range of examples of how the governance of cities has changed 
in response to these broader processes (see, for example, Theodore et al., 2011, p. 22). This means 
that there is little known about how customer focus affects specific aspects of urban governance, such 
as how city governments enforce compliance with local laws and regulations. 
The lack of research to date that focuses specifically on the impact of customer focus reforms on the 
compliance practices of city governments constitutes a significant gap in the urban governance 
literature. As existing studies of urban compliance have shown (e.g. Valverde, 2011, 2012), city 
governments play an important role in shaping and regulating contemporary forms of ‘urbanism’: the 
everyday ways of living that define urban areas (McCann, 2016). Like other public services with 
compliance functions, city councils rationalise their compliance activities by claiming that they are 
necessary to advancing or protecting the interests of collective subjects, whether that be ‘the public’, 
‘the city’ or smaller scale ‘communities’ (Valverde, 2011). Given the prima facie tensions between 
customer focus and the collectivist orientations and coercive practices of public services with 
compliance functions, it is important to understand how the governance of urbanism by city councils 
is affected by such reforms. Thus, a key contribution of this study is that it begins to fill this gap by 
offering a detailed empirical analysis of how the compliance practices of a large Australian city 
council are targeted for customer focus reform and how these reforms reconfigure relations between 
the local state and the subjects/publics that it regulates. 
As well as contributing to our understanding of urban governance and the regulation of everyday life 
in the city, this study also makes a contribution to the literature on public service reform generally, 
and to the literature on services with compliance functions in particular. To date, this literature has 
largely focused on the aforementioned tensions that exist/emerge between private sector notions of 
the customer and the objectives and relationships that characterise public services. This study 
therefore aims to move beyond this established observation and examine how customer focus actually 
interacts with these seemingly incompatible features of public services with compliance functions. I 
do this by providing a detailed account of how notions of the customer and customer focus arrive 
within the compliance branch of the city council I studied, and of how these notions were mobilised 
to reflect upon, reconfigure, and attempt to improve its compliance practices. 
As is well documented, customer focus began being pursued in the public sector as part of a broad 
suite of changes that began in the 1980s and which are generally referred to as the ‘new public 
management’ (NPM) (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Clarke & Newman, 1997; du Gay, 2000). 
NPM is a reform discourse that problematises the traditional bureaucratic model of public 
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administration on the basis that it renders public services inflexible and unresponsive to the 
increasingly diverse and dynamic nature of public needs and expectations (du Gay, 2000). On the 
basis of this problematisation, NPM prescribes that public services imitate their private sector 
counterparts by becoming more customer focused. It therefore valorises an idealised version of 
relations between customers and firms in the private sector, wherein customers are positioned as 
‘sovereign consumers’ whose individual needs and preferences are the primary determinant of what 
services are provided to them and how (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Alford, 2002; du Gay, 2000; 
Rosenthal & Peccei, 2007).  
Yet, as numerous studies have highlighted, the customer focus policies and practices enacted on the 
ground within actual public services invariably diverge from the NPM/private sector ideal (see, inter 
alia, Clifford, 2012; Fellesson, 2011; Needham, 2006; Rosenthal & Peccei, 2006, 2007). As I detail 
in Chapter Two (literature review), although the nature of these divergences varies significantly, the 
literature consistently attributes them to tensions between the conception of the customer as a 
‘sovereign consumer’ and the traditional objectives, relationships and practices of public services. 
Some studies interpret these divergences to mean that customer focus is blocked from having any real 
influence on relations between public services and publics due to its incompatibility with the ‘public 
service ethos’: the commitment to collectivist objectives and principles that is believed to govern the 
behaviour public servants (Clifford, 2012; Needham, 2006). Other studies have found that, rather than 
being completely blocked, the customer focus is enacted in complex and contradictory ways by 
service providers (Fellesson, 2011; Howard, 2012; Rosenthal & Peccei, 2007). In these cases, people 
are treated like ‘sovereign consumers’ in some aspects of service delivery, such as being offered 
personalised services, but are then subordinated to organisational objectives, such as securing 
compliance, increasing efficiency or meeting performance targets, in other aspects.  
Research on public services that have compliance functions has tended to focus on how customer 
focus is adapted to the pursuit of compliance objectives and to the kinds of relationships with 
members of the public that this entails. For instance, the regulatory studies literature highlights how 
customer focus intersects with strategies aimed at enhancing ‘voluntary compliance’ or that otherwise 
seek to facilitate self-governance on the part of compliance subjects (Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 
2000; Tuck, 2013). However, the tensions between individual and collective interests, as well as those 
between coercive compliance practices and practice aimed at satisfying customer preferences, 
continue to dominate how these findings are interpreted. Thus, customer focus is seen as privileging 
voluntary compliance at the expense of coercive enforcement and is therefore seen as at risk of 
undermining the ability of regulators to protect the public interest from wilful noncompliance and 
recalcitrant offenders.  
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As stated above, in this thesis I take the tensions between the NPM ideal of customer focus and the 
objectives and practices of public services that are the focus of previous studies as the point of 
departure for my analysis. In doing this, I aim to provide insight into how the customer focus actually 
informs attempts to reform how compliance is pursued and the public interest secured in practice. In 
doing this, I draw on the theoretical insights of the governmentality studies literature. Inspired by 
Foucault’s (1980, 1995) insight that thought/knowledge and power are co-constitutive, 
governmentality studies have sought to trace how changes in the forms of reasoning and knowledge 
concerning the practices and subjects of government shape, and are shaped by, the strategies, 
technologies and techniques through which power is exercised over political subjects (Dean, 2010; 
Gordon, 1991; Miller & Rose, 2008; Rose, 1999). As such, governmentality studies offers a range of 
conceptual tools and theoretical insights that are highly useful for addressing how forms of thought 
associated with NPM and customer focus inform how power is exercised by a public service with 
compliance functions.  
Although I draw on a range of concepts and ideas from governmentality studies, my overall 
theoretical and methodological orientations derive from a specific strand of this literature that 
combines the governmentality perspective with what Brady (2016) calls an ‘ethnographic imaginary’. 
This strand focuses less on uncovering the broad historical and discursive conditions of possibility of 
contemporary modes of governing that some prominent governmentality scholars have argued 
constitute the proper focus of governmentality studies (Dean, 2010; Rose, 1999). Instead, it focuses 
more on the situated practices of governing and the way in which situated actors reflect upon and 
(re)configure these practices in response to specific situations, circumstances and social forces 
(Collier, 2009, 2011; Li, 2007a; Rabinow, 2003). This strand of the governmentality literature is 
therefore well suited to my aim to address how customer focus is employed ‘on the ground’ in a 
public service with compliance functions.  
As the term ‘ethnographic imaginary’ suggests, those governmentality scholars interested in studying 
governing at the level of the situated practices tend to preference the use of ethnographic methods 
alongside or instead of the genealogical/archival methods that are often associated with Foucauldian 
research. For, unlike archival methods, which focus exclusively on texts, ethnographic methods such 
as interviews and participant observation allow the researcher to examine how the discourses and 
rationalities embodied in texts are mobilised within and intersect with the complex situations and 
relations in which governing actually takes place (Brady, 2016; Li, 2007a; McKee, 2009; Smith, 
2005). Furthermore, ethnography provides a sensitivity to how governing is shaped, not only by broad 
governmental discourses/rationalities, but also by features of the social, political and institutional 
contexts in which it is enacted (Brady, 2011, 2014, 2016; McKee, 2009). It is precisely the 
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situatedness of ethnography that makes this possible, for it exposes the researcher to ‘the specificity 
of a certain place’, ‘the weight of its problems’ and ‘the density and polyvalence of the experiences 
that one finds in it’ (Collier, 2011: 33). Thus, an ethnographic approach allows for a study such as 
the one presented in this thesis to examine how broad and far-reaching governmental processes, such 
as the promotion of customer focus in public services, play out in specific situations where they 
intertwine with local discourses, practices, objectives and concerns.  
I draw on a range of theoretical tools from across the governmentality literature in this thesis. 
However, two concepts in particular are central to my analysis; namely, the concepts of 
problematisation and assemblage. Along with the ethnographic imaginary described above, these 
concepts have played a key role in enabling me to investigate governing at the level of situated 
practices. The concept of ‘problematisation’ was developed by Foucault, for whom it referred to ‘how 
and why certain things (behavior, phenomena, processes) became a problem’ (Foucault, 2001, p. 171, 
original emphasis). It is commonly used as an analytical tool within governmentality-inspired 
approaches in sociology and related fields such as policy studies and socio-legal studies (for example, 
see Bacchi, 2009; Dean, 2010; Rose & Valverde, 1998). In these approaches, problematisation is 
considered as a primarily discursive process, in that they examine how dominant discourses condition 
how governmental problems are constructed. In contrast to this, my use of the term in this study 
follows Collier’s (2009: 80) suggestion that problematisation be examined as a ‘situated practice of 
critical refection that establishes a certain distance from existing forms of acting and understanding 
and also works to remediate and recombine these forms’. A key focus of my analysis, therefore, is 
how customer focus discourse was mobilised in the situated practices of critical reflection that drove 
the reform of the compliance practices of the local government that I studied. The idea that 
problematisation entails the ‘recombination’ of ‘existing forms of acting and understanding’ in 
accordance with new ways of thinking is important here. It allows me to highlight how customer 
focus entailed the reconfiguration of compliance practices and relationships, rather than an attempt 
to replace them with a model of organisation-customer relations based on consumer sovereignty or 
the practices of the private sector.  
This point about recombination and reconfiguration is also where the notion of assemblage becomes 
particularly useful. The term ‘assemblage’ derives from the work of Deleuze and Guattari (1987), 
where it is used to refer to the contingent and provisional formation of entities through the articulation 
of ontologically heterogeneous elements. In the governmentality literature, the term is used to refer 
to the ways in which governmental programmes, or the technologies that they mobilise, are assembled 
through a diversity of practices and from heterogeneous elements including discourses, regulations 
and laws, material objects, administrative practices and other techniques for exercising power (Brady, 
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2016; Li, 2007a, 2014). The utility of the concept of assemblage for the study presented in this thesis 
is twofold. Firstly, as Li (2007a, p. 265) argues, assemblage has the ‘potential to finesse questions of 
agency by recognizing the situated subjects who do the work of pulling together disparate elements 
without attributing to them a master-mind or a totalizing plan’. As such, it allowed me to investigate 
how situated actors within the city council that I studied actively and creatively interpreted customer 
focus discourse in order to articulate it with the existing discourses, objectives and practices that 
characterise urban governance. Secondly, the emphasis on the articulation of heterogeneous elements 
denoted by assemblage allowed me to examine how customer focus was implicated in the reform of 
urban governance without getting stuck on the prima facie tensions of the customer concept and the 
compliance practices and collectivist objectives that animate urban governance.  
The ethnography presented in this thesis was conducted with a large city council in Australia. It 
focused on how notions of the customer and customer focus were mobilised by situated actors within 
the council to reform its urban compliance practices in response to specific difficulties/problems that 
they were experiencing. It also focused on how this attempt at reform was interpreted and responded 
to by staff with compliance duties. I conducted fieldwork with the local government, which I will 
herein refer to as ‘Council’, over a 12 month period in 2014. During this time, I interviewed a range 
of actors who were involved in, or affected in some way by, the customer focus reforms, particularly 
those actors who had instigated the reforms and those who helped carry them out. I also conducted 
participant observation with staff from Council’s compliance branch as they went about their day-to-
day compliance duties. In doing this, I discussed with these staff how the customer focus reforms 
informed the practices that I was observing and asked them to reflect generally on the aims of the 
reforms and the impacts that it had on their work. Finally, I collected a range of texts, particularly 
those that concerned Council’s customer focus policies and the processes through which these were 
developed (e.g. notes from workshops on customer focus). These texts were examined, not only to 
ascertain the discourses and rationalities that were inscribed in them, but also to ascertain how they 
were mobilised and responded to by different staff within Council.  
Overview of thesis chapters 
The remaining chapters of this thesis present my research on how customer focus discourse is 
mobilised to problematise and reconfigure the compliance practices of an Australian city council, and 
consider what this means for compliance services, urban governance and governing processes and 
practices more generally. In the next chapter, Are We All Customers Now? Customer Focus in ‘New 
Public Management’, Compliance Services, and Urban Governance, I review each of the literatures 
that this thesis contributes to, highlighting their key insights as well as their gaps and limitations. 
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Firstly, I review the literature on public service reform in order to situate customer focus within 
broader processes and developments in this area, such as the rise of NPM, its impact in different 
public service contexts and the critical responses it has elicited. I focus in particular on the tensions 
highlighted by these studies between notions of customer focus promoted in NPM and more 
traditional relationships (real or ideal) between public services and their publics. Secondly, I provide 
a more focused review of literature on how customer focus has been adapted within services that have 
compliance functions, such as regulatory bodies, the police and other criminal justice services. I 
highlight how previous work in the field of regulatory studies has observed a link between customer 
focus and the pursuit of voluntary compliance, and has raise questions about the extent to which 
customer focus undermines the ability of services to employ coercive means to protect the public 
interest from wilful and recalcitrant offenders. Lastly, I review the literature on urban governance. I 
discuss the preoccupation in this literature with political-economic processes and note the importance 
of a subordinate strand of research that investigates governing practices that shape the local moral 
and aesthetic orders of cities.  
In Chapter Three, Studying the Relationship between Thought, Power and Subjectivity: Theoretical 
and Methodological Orientations, I outline the theoretical resources and methodological choices that 
guided the research presented in this study. Firstly, I highlight the various theoretical insights and 
analytical tools that I draw from the governmentality literature. In doing this, I discuss how 
governmentality scholars have conceptualised the widespread adoption of governance strategies that 
construct subjects as ‘customers’ or ‘consumers’ as a function of ‘advanced liberal’ governmentality. 
Following this, I explore how governmentality scholars have conceptualised the relationship between 
advanced liberal strategies and the forms of power associated with regulation and urban governance, 
respectively. In doing this, I highlight some of the challenges that governmentality scholars have 
faced in theorizing the relationship between attempts to govern people as consumers and the 
continued reliance on coercion in regulation and urban governance, and I describe how I address these 
challenges in my analysis. I then describe how my approach to the relationship between thought and 
power in this thesis is informed by studies that combine the governmentality framework with an 
ethnographic imaginary. In doing this, I describe in detail the concepts of problematisation and 
assemblage that I introduced above, and detail how they informed my analysis of the relationship 
between customer focus and compliance in the urban governance context.  
The second half of Chapter Three presents my methodology and details the specific procedures 
through which the study was conducted. I explain my decision to employ fieldwork methods, based 
on my aim to understand how customer focus reforms play out on the ground in a public service with 
compliance functions. I discuss how this decision was informed by the ethnographic governmentality 
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literature as well as the institutional ethnography approach developed by Dorothy Smith (2005), and 
I highlight some of resonances between these approaches and the benefits of combining them. I then 
go onto to describe how I designed and carried out the study, including my choice of study site and 
my methods of data collection and analysis, as well as reflexive concerns such as my positioning as 
an ‘outsider’ and the ethical considerations that ethnographic research with an organisation like 
Council entails.  
In Chapter Four, Formulating the ‘problem’ of customer focus in urban governance: Discourse, 
problematisation and local social relations, I explore the conditions, processes and practices that led 
Council to develop customer focus policy for its compliance branch. As noted above, the literature 
on public service reform has identified NPM discourse, and its powerful critique of the bureaucratic 
administration of public services, as making possible the wide spread adoption of customer focus 
across the public sector (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Clarke & Newman, 1997; du Gay, 2000). In 
Chapter Four, I employ the concept of problematisation to investigate precisely how NPM discourse 
informed the adoption of customer focus in Council’s compliance branch. In doing this, I highlight 
how a range of other conditions and process also contributed to the adoption and development of the 
customer focus policies alongside NPM discourse. This include conditions specific to urban 
compliance services, namely, the need to manage large volumes of (mostly negative) correspondence 
from the public (e.g. complaints about officer conduct or appeals to overturn fines). It also includes 
conditions pertaining to the antagonistic social relations within the compliance branch between the 
actors advancing the customer focus reforms and those who were being asked to implement them (i.e. 
frontline staff).  
In Chapter Five, ‘Who Are Our Customers?’ Critical Reflections on Urban Governance 
Relationships, I examine how customer focus is mobilised to problematise and reconfigure the 
relationship between Council’s compliance branch and the urban public that it governs. I explore how 
staff within the branch reflected upon who their customers are and what needs these customers have. 
In doing this, I show how their reflections were guided less by the ideal of consumer sovereignty and 
more by their understanding of the correspondence problem that they deployed customer focus to 
address. Furthermore, I show that although the challenges of defining who counts as a customer 
identified by previous studies are certainly present in the urban governance context, these challenges 
are managed by actors within the branch by assembling customer focus with a range of other 
discourses, including discourses relating to the public service ethos as well as neo-liberal and 
communitarian discourses. I argue that this leads to the rendering commensurable the public interest 
and the interests of the various individuals that make it up, and to the construction of a set of generic 
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‘needs’ that are ascribed to all customers, regardless of whether they are complainants, offenders or 
other effected parties. 
Chapter Six, Customer focus beyond voluntary compliance: Exploring the relationship between 
customer focus, coercion and cultural prejudice, explores how Council integrated its customer focus 
policies with its compliance strategy and the consequences that this has in terms allowing cultural 
prejudices to inform its enforcement practices. I show that, contrary to claims made in the regulatory 
studies literature, customer focus thinking is here used to reconfigure not only the pursuit of voluntary 
compliance but also the use of coercion. The reason for this is that, although coercion and punitive 
sanctions appear to contradict the customer-like preferences of offenders, their use is seen as 
necessary to satisfy the demands and expectations of other customers, namely complainants and the 
community more broadly. I show how Council seeks to strike a balance between the needs of these 
different customers by invoking the values of ‘ordinary’ members of the community. This leads to 
compliance staff being encouraged to adopt what I call a ‘demotic gaze’, in that they must now reflect 
on their enforcement decisions using the lens of community values to determine what would be 
considered a ‘reasonable’ decision by an ‘ordinary’ member of the community. However, I show that 
this does not lead to a straight forward cultural bias in enforcement practices as we might expect but 
rather to more ambiguous practices that reflect the heterogeneous nature of so called ‘ordinary’ 
people’s voices. 
Chapter Seven, Conclusion, concludes the thesis with a reiteration of the main findings and a 
discussion of their significance for the three literatures outlined in Chapter Two and for the theoretical 
and methodological debates discussed in Chapter Three. In particular, I emphasise the utility of 
moving beyond the tensions between the version of customer focus promoted in NPM and the 
objectives, relationships and practices traditionally found in public services with compliance 
functions, and instead exploring how customer focus is taken up and deployed in situated practices 
of problematisation and assemblage. I also discuss the strengths and limitations of the research and 
offer suggestions for future research in this area.  
 
  
Chapter 2. Are we all customers now? Customer focus in 
‘new public management’, compliance services, and 
urban governance 
Customer focus reforms have been undertaken in a wide variety of public services and in a wide range 
of national political contexts (Hood, Peters, & Wollmann, 1996). Given this, there is a vast amount 
of existing research into the impact of customer focus, and related processes like consumerism and 
the new public management, on the public sector. In this chapter, I will review the key themes and 
findings in three specific fields of research that relate to this thesis’s focus on the integration of 
customer focus discourse and compliance practices in the context of urban governance. These include 
the literatures on public service reform; regulatory studies; and urban governance. I outline each of 
these literatures in turn, provide an assessment of their strengths and limitations and signal where this 
thesis makes a contribution to them. I argue that whilst each of these literatures contributes to our 
understanding of the processes driving the spread of customer focus and the tensions that it gives rise 
to, there is a need to go beyond these established observations and examine the role of situated actors 
in enacting the spread of customer focus and managing the tensions it produces. For, it is only by 
taking this step that the contingent nature of the relationship between customer focus and compliance 
can be fully appreciated. 
The chapter begins with a review of the literature on public service reform. I discuss how the studies 
in this area of research trace the origins of customer focus policy to the discourse of ‘new public 
management’ (NPM), which has been a dominant influence on public service reform, particularly 
during the 1980s, 1990s and early 2000s (Christensen & Lægreid, 2007, 2011). I then discuss how 
studies from this literature address one of the key challenges or tensions associated with the promotion 
of customer focus in public services: defining who counts as a customer in the public sector. I suggest 
that while these studies provide important insights into the tensions between customer focus and the 
ideals that have traditionally governed relations between public services and their publics, there is 
little consideration of the possibility that situated actors might mobilise customer focus discourse in 
ways that diverge from the idealised model promoted in NPM. 
Following this, I review the literature on the adoption of customer focus in public services that have 
compliance functions. Focusing on the regulatory studies literature in particular, I discuss how many 
previous studies suggest that, in the compliance context, being customer focused means seeking 
‘voluntary compliance’ and eschewing punishment and other forms of coercion. I then compare this 
to studies of policing where customer focus is applied to victims and local communities whose 
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preference is often for greater punishment and coercive treatment of wrongdoers. Based on this 
contrast, I suggest that the relationship between customer focus and coercion/enforcement is complex 
and contingent and therefore best examined as an assemblage that occurs at the level of situated 
practices. Lastly, I discuss how the urban governance literature sees NPM/customer focus reforms to 
local government as a by-products of the large scale political-economic processes associated with 
globalisation, neo-liberalisation and urbanisation. I point out how there is yet no research on how 
customer focus impacts upon what McCann (2016) calls the governance of ‘urbanism’, where the 
compliance practices of cities and other urban authorities shape and regulate the everyday practices 
and experiences that constitute urban life.  
New public management and the critique of bureaucratic administration 
In the literature on public service reform, the spread of the customer concept in public services is 
commonly attributed to the ‘new public management’ (NPM). NPM is a reform discourse that 
emerged in the USA and UK in the 1980s, before spreading to other English speaking countries, such 
as Australia and New Zealand, and then to Europe and beyond (Pollitt, Bouckaert, & Ebscohost, 
2011). If NPM has one central premise it is that private sector management practices, and the market-
like relationships that they enact, are universally applicable and inherently superior to the 
administrative practices traditionally deployed in the public sector (Christensen & Lægreid, 2011; du 
Gay, 2000; Hood, 1991). NPM thus promotes the wholesale reform of government services such that 
they operate as much as possible like their private sector counterparts. Although NPM is associated 
in the literature with various different types of reform types and measures, scholars argue that these 
are all underpinned by a core set of principles (Christensen & Lægreid, 2011; Hood, 1991; Pollitt et 
al., 2011). Customer focus is typically listed as one of these core principles, along with the promotion 
of competition amongst service providers; greater budgetary discipline; a focus on measured 
‘outcomes’; decentralisation of government functions; and the devolution of authority to managers. 
As well as identifying NPM’s programmatic orientations, the literature also shows how NPM 
emerged from, and in turn helped perpetuate, a number of potent critiques of public services. A key 
target of these critiques was the bureaucratic model of public administration that governed public 
services for much of the twentieth century (Clarke & Newman, 1997; du Gay, 2000; Gregory, 2007). 
As du Gay (2000, p. 6) argues, NPM—or ‘entrepreneurial governance’ as it is also sometimes 
called—made possible a number of ‘problematisations of public bureaux’:  
Put simply, bureaucratic government is represented as the ‘paradigm that failed’ in large part 
because the forms of organisational and personal conduct it gave rise to and fostered – 
adherence to procedure and precedent, abnegation of personal moral enthusiasms and so forth 
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– are regarded as fundamentally unsuited to the exigencies of contemporary economic, social, 
political and cultural environments. In an era of constant and profound change, a new 
paradigm is required for the public sector if that sector is to survive at all. Entrepreneurial 
governance is represented as just such a paradigm.  
In advancing these critiques, NPM drew upon managerial discourses that were popular in the private 
sector during the 1980 and early 1990s (Clarke & Newman, 1997; du Gay, 2000). Central to these 
discourses was the notion of ‘consumer sovereignty’, which the management theorists of this period 
translated from neo-classical economic theory to the domain of management (Aberbach & 
Christensen, 2005; du Gay, 1996). Consumer sovereignty is the belief that consumers are a better 
judge than producers about what products satisfy their needs and preferences, hence goods and 
services ought to be ‘distributed according to the overall preferences of consumers’ within the 
conditions of competitive markets (Korczynski & Ott 2004: 582). Managerial discourse took from 
this notion the implication that, in order to attract customers and remain competitive, firms must 
understand their customers’ needs and preferences and tailor their service offerings accordingly—
that is, they must adopt a customer focus (Fellesson, 2011; Skålén, Fellesson, & Fougère, 2006).  
According to Clarke and Newman (1997, pp. 35-36), one stand of managerial discourse that was 
particularly influential on NPM was the ‘new managerialism’. This discourse emerged in the early 
1980s and reflected an attempt to reinvigorate the practice of management—a profession that was 
previously considered rather bureaucratic and conservative—by imbuing it with an entrepreneurial 
ethos. It held that globalisation, rapid technological advancement and increasingly differentiated and 
discerning nature of consumer demand had rendered traditional bureaucratically-administered firms 
uncompetitive (Clarke & Newman, 1997; du Gay, 2000). Moreover, it posited that, in order to survive 
in this hyper-competitive and perpetually changing environment, firms had to become much more 
flexible and enterprising, which in turn entailed paying much greater attention to the needs and 
preferences of ‘sovereign consumers’ (du Gay & Salaman, 1992). NPM drew upon the arguments of 
new managerialism to suggest that public services also needed to respond to these changing 
circumstances and warned that they too would be unable to do this unless they remove the shackles 
of bureaucracy.  
A key example of this managerial critique of public sector bureaucracy is provided in Osborne and 
Gaebler’s (1993) book, Reinventing Government, which is considered one of the paradigmatic texts 
of NPM/entrepreneurial government. In a chapter called ‘Customer-Driven Government’, Osborne 
and Gaebler claim that the increasingly differentiated and reflexive nature of consumption and 
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consumer expectations that corresponds with the new global marketplace is leading people to turn 
away from ‘one-size-fits-all’ public services.  
As we become a society dominated by knowledge workers, we are also breaking into 
subcultures—each with its own values and life-style, each watching different things on 
television, each shopping at different kinds of stores, each driving different kinds of cars. We 
have been transformed from a mass society with a broad and fairly homogeneous middle class 
to a mosaic class. We have come to expect products and services customized to our own styles 
and tastes, from television networks to restaurants to beer.  
And yet, traditional public institutions still offer one-size-fits-all services… When consumers 
accustomed to choices confront public institutions that offer standardised services, they 
increasingly go elsewhere. (Osborne & Gaebler, 1993, p. 168) 
The ‘solution’ that Osborne and Gaebler propose to this ‘problem’ is, of course, a greater focus on 
the needs and expectations of sovereign consumers: 
To cope with these massive changes, entrepreneurial governments have begun to transform 
themselves. They have begun to listen carefully to their customers, through customer surveys, 
focus groups, and a wide variety of other methods. They have begun to give their customers 
choices—of schools, of recreation facilities, even of police services. (Osborne & Gaebler, 
1993, p. 169) 
These passages reflect the key role played by managerial discourse, and the notion of consumer 
sovereignty that informed it, in NPM’s problematisation of the bureaucratic administration of public 
services. Moreover, they hint at the kinds of ‘solutions’ NPM proposed as a response to this: 
‘listening’ to publics qua customers and providing them with ‘choices’. 
Another strand private sector managerialism identified in the literature as informing the promotion of 
customer focus in NPM was what is known as the ‘service management’ movement (Fountain, 2001). 
In service management, the notion of consumer sovereignty is translated to the domain of the ‘service 
encounter’, that is, the encounter between a firm—or, more precisely its frontline staff—and its 
individual customers (Korczynski & Ott, 2004). Here, the focus is less on tailoring service offerings 
to the more or less aggregate demands of consumers, and more about ensuring individual customer 
satisfaction with the service encounter. This emphasis on individual customer satisfaction derived 
from the key service management assumption that idea that ‘services… are both processes and 
outcomes’ which means that ‘[h]ow something is done is considered to be equally important as the 
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end result, from the customer point of view’ (Skålén et al., 2006, p. 285, original emphasis). Service 
management therefore places the customer’s experience of the service encounter as the key concern 
for service providers, and it promotes customer focus and solicitude as the key to securing customer 
satisfaction. 
Following its emergence in the 1970s, service management discourse, and thus the model of customer 
focus that it promotes, became a dominate influence on managerial thinking both within the service 
sector and beyond it in traditional production industries as well (Skålén et al., 2006). Its popularity 
and influence throughout the private sector occurred at precisely the time that proponents of NPM 
were turning to private enterprise for inspiration on how to ‘reinvent government’. As Fountain 
(2001) notes in the US context, it is therefore not surprising that customer focus and notions such as 
‘customer satisfaction’ became core features of NPM. 
The customer focus is inextricably linked to service management as developed in the United 
States during the past two decades. The coincidence of decreasing citizen trust in government 
and growing consensus that government should become more ‘business-like’ merely 
catalyzed the diffusion of service management thought as an element of the New Public 
Management. It would be difficult to imagine a diffusion of service enterprise management 
ideas to public bureaucracies that did not include customer satisfaction as a key element. 
(Fountain 2001: 57) 
Like the new managerialism, then, service management was a key discursive resources drawn up by 
NPM to articulate the need for customer focused reforms in public services.  
The literature on public service reform clearly demonstrates the key role played by NPM discourse 
in problematising the bureaucratic administration of public services and in promoting customer focus 
as a necessary response to the problems it identified. It also shows the important role played by the 
notion of consumer sovereignty in informing the logic of this problematisation and the promotion of 
customer focus as its solution. As I will demonstrate in the following section of the chapter, much of 
the literature exploring the incorporation of customer focus in the provision of public services focuses 
on the tensions between the ideal version of customer focus promoted in NPM and certain core 
characteristics of public service provision. In doing this, this literature highlights some of the key 
challenges facing public services seeking to adopt a customer focus, although it usually stops short 
of examining how those challenges are addressed by situated actors.  
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The difficulty of defining the customer of public services 
The promotion of customer focus in NPM discourse had a powerful and far reaching influence on 
public sector reforms from the 1980s onwards, particularly in English speaking countries like 
Australia, New Zealand and the UK. However, despite the popularity of customer focus amongst 
governments and policy experts, scholars of public service reform have highlighted a range of 
difficulties in translating it to public service contexts. A key issue raised in the literature is that 
attempts to instil customer focus in public services often face difficulties determining who the 
customers of these services actually are. As Aberbach and Christensen (2005, p. 242) point out, this 
difficulty is particularly acute when the service in question has compliance functions. 
… it is often difficult to say whom a government agency should serve or whose interest should 
receive primary consideration – that is, whom its customers are. For some production agencies 
like the postal service, the answer is relatively easy. But for many others, such as those who 
regulate broadcasting, the answer is much less clear. Are the customers the broadcasters or 
the listening and viewing public? The answer makes a lot of difference. 
The problem of identifying the customers of public services has several dimensions. Firstly, as 
numerous scholars point out, the focus on individual service users qua customer in NPM ignores the 
fact that public services serve both individual and collective public interests (e.g. Aberbach & 
Christensen, 2005; Alford, 2002; Needham, 2006). As Alford (2002) argues, individual users and the 
public derive different kinds of value from the public services. Like private sector customers, 
individual clients derive ‘private value’ from public services (e.g. unemployment benefits, medical 
care, etc.). However, the public consumes what Alford (2002) terms ‘public value’, which is more 
than the aggregation of the private value derived by individual users. Indeed, some members of the 
public may not be direct users of a service but may still enjoy the collective benefits (i.e. public value) 
that it producers. As I noted in Chapter One, public value is particularly important for services with 
compliance functions, who justify their coercive treatment of individual subjects with reference to 
the fact that they produce ‘public goods’, such as public order and safety, which can only be consumed 
collectively (Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000).  
Tensions with NPM derive from the fact that many public services, and particularly services with 
compliance functions, consider the provision of public value to be their most important objective; a 
fact which appears at odds with NPM’s emphasis on individual customers. Scholars claim that this 
privileging of public value reflects the fact that public services are embedded in the political structures 
and institutional arrangements of representative government (Alford, 2002; Alford & Speed, 2006; 
du Gay, 2000). In theory at least, governments deliver public services in accordance with the will of 
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the people, which they determine through the political-institutional processes, such as elections, 
opinion polls and other democratic mechanisms. This means that serving public interests is the raison 
d'être of public services and thus preeminent over the interests of any given individual user or 
customer.  
Scholars also argue that the promotion of customer focus in NPM conflicts with the ethical 
commitments, motivations and practices of public servants (Clifford, 2012; McDonough, 2006; 
Needham, 2006). Serving the public interest is taken to be a guiding principle and source of 
motivation for people working in public services. Indeed, it has long been held that public servants 
govern themselves according to a ‘public service ethos’, that is, a commitment to always act in 
accordance with the public interest by following a particular set of practical principles. These 
principles are bureaucratic in nature and include things such as impartiality, (hierarchical) 
accountability, probity and putting official duties ahead of personal gain (du Gay, 2000; Pratchett & 
Wingfield, 1996). As noted above, it is precisely a problematisation of public sector bureaucracy in 
accordance with the principle of consumer sovereignty that underpins the promotion of customer 
focus in NPM.  
Some scholars suggest that that NPM and customer focus pose a threat to the public service ethos, 
and thus to the motivations and self-governance of public servants (du Gay, 2000; McDonough, 2006; 
Needham, 2006). However, other studies suggest that an enduring commitment amongst public 
servants to the public service ethos leads them to resist the customer focus policies adopted in their 
organisations. This resistance often takes the form of public servants (re)defining who their customers 
are in ways that correspond to their collectivist goals and bureaucratic practices (Clifford, 2012; 
Needham, 2006). For example, in a study of customer focus in planning departments of UK local 
authorities, Clifford (2012, p. 570) found that planners redefined the term ‘customer’ to refer to 
collective subjects, like the ‘public’ or ‘community’, or to shared resources like ‘the environment’. 
He concludes from this that, in the context of planning at least, ‘The public sector ethos is less 
threatened by the customer ideal, than it is an identity against which the customer concept is 
redefined’ (Clifford, 2012, p. 570).  
Another reason why it is difficult to define who the customers of public services are is that the public 
is made up of multiple, complex and conflicting interests and expectations (Alford, 2002; Fountain, 
2001; Hood et al., 1996). This means that public services cannot satisfy the self-defined needs and 
preferences of each and every customer/consumer without encountering conflicts and contradictions 
in the interests of different groups. It also means that the public interest cannot be defined as an 
aggregation of the self-defined needs and preferences of individual consumers, as is often 
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presupposed in the use of customer satisfaction surveys to evaluate whether public services are 
meeting their public interest objectives (Dutil et al., 2008; Howard, 2010). According to some public 
administration scholars, this means that neither the citizenry, nor the kinds of individual subjects that 
comprise it (taxpayers, voters, etc.), can be meaningfully considered customers of public services. 
For example, Fountain (2001, p. 62) states that:  
…it is not even possible to regard the “taxpayer” or the “voter” as the customer, because these 
groups hardly represent a coherent set of expectations. The central concern of politics is quasi 
resolution of conflict among interest groups. Thus, policies and government services are 
largely the result of political compromise.  
Furthermore, these scholars argue that public services cannot simply get around the problem of 
multiple and complex interests through the marketing practice of customer segmentation (Alford, 
2002; Fountain, 2001). In the private sector, firms can tailor their services to different customer 
segments based upon their preferences and ability/willingness to pay. However, public services 
operate within constraints imposed by available resources and the need to provide services equitably 
that preclude this kind of service customisation through segmentation (Alford, 2002; Fountain, 2001). 
The need for public services to manage the interests of multiple parties is reflected in the different 
categories, subject positions and types of relationships through which they relate to members of the 
public. As Alford (2002) again points out, public services differ from private firms in terms of the 
multiple different types of relationships that they can have with individual citizens (see also Jos & 
Tompkins, 2009). Whereas private businesses relate to people more or less exclusively as paying 
customers, this is only one of the ways that public services may relate to members of the public. Of 
course, some public service users do have to pay (usually subsidised) fees for the services that they 
use (e.g. public transport users). However, others are ‘beneficiaries’ who receive services for which 
they do not directly pay (e.g. welfare recipients, patients in public hospitals, etc.). Others still may be 
subject to certain ‘obligations’, perhaps as a condition of receiving value as a beneficiary (as in the 
conditionality of welfare) or because they have broken some law or regulation (e.g. prisoners, 
regulated organisations, etc.). Public services may be engaged in these different types of relationships 
simultaneously, reflecting (or producing) the different interests that different groups have in relation 
to the services that they provide.  
The observation that public services engage with multiple parties with whom they have diverse 
relationships is particularly salient in relation to public services with compliance functions. This is 
because such services often deal with parties whose interests are in direct conflict with one another—
i.e. victims/complainants, offenders/regulatees, local communities and the public at large (Alford & 
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Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000). For example, studies of policing in the UK have shown that, although 
policy discourses declare that everyone who the police deal with are to be considered their customers, 
police face significant difficulties in reconciling the needs of their various types of customers (Clarke, 
2009; Needham, 2009). In a study of how New Labour’s consumerist policy agenda was applied to 
policing in the UK, Clarke (2009, p. 161) observed that the report into adopting consumerism in 
policing ‘…constantly makes use of the multiplying strategy in which customers, citizens, 
neighbourhoods and communities can all be aggregated without disjuncture’. He then goes onto 
observe that ‘[i]n practice customers, citizens, neighbourhoods and communities may exist in more 
troubled and antagonistic relationships’. Picking up on a same problem as Clarke (2009), Needham 
(2009) shows that, in order to manage these ‘more troubled and antagonistic relationships’, police 
inevitably privilege the needs of some customers over others. As such, ‘primacy [is] given to victims 
and witnesses’, to the broader public comprised of ‘law abiding citizens’ (Needham, 2009, p. 107) or 
to ‘local communities’ (Clarke, 2009). Needham (2009) goes on to argue that this hierarchical 
ordering of the customers of the police reflects a broader shift in criminal justice policy away from 
the needs and rights of offenders towards the rights of victims and a concern for public safety (see 
also Garland, 2001; McCulloch & McNeill, 2007). 
Finally, in the literature on public sector reform, the difficulty in determining who the customers of 
public services are is related to concerns about the effect that customer focus might have on the ability 
of public services to fulfil their traditional political and governmental functions. Firstly, customer 
focus is seen as having the potential to undermine the political function of public services in actively 
cultivating and shaping citizenship (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Fountain, 2001; Jung, 2010; 
Potter, 1994). For example, Aberbach and Christensen (2005) argue that, contrary to what is implied 
in the discourse of NPM, the role of public services is not simply to satisfy the pre-formed preferences 
of sovereign consumers. Rather, public services are responsible for shaping those preferences through 
processes of deliberation, education and the active inclusion of marginalised groups (see also Jung 
2010; Potter 1994). Therefore, if public services are made to focus more narrowly on the interests of 
individual customers, or upon the interests of some types of customers rather than others, then their 
ability to fulfil this political function may be undermined. 
Secondly, some scholars argue that adopting customer focus in public services may perpetuate 
inequalities (Clarke et al. 2007; Fountain 2001; Hood et al. 1996; Jung 2010). It is argued that if 
public services attempt to pay greater attention to customers’ self-expressed preferences then there is 
a chance that customers who are more articulate and vociferous will receive more attention and better 
quality services (Clarke et al., 2007; Fountain, 2001; Hood et al., 1996; Jung, 2010). Given that these 
customers will tend to be the wealthier, better educated and better connected members of society, 
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paying more attention to their needs will further perpetuate the disadvantage of other, more socially 
marginalised groups. Fountain (2001) claims that customer focus may also perpetuate inequality 
through its insistence that greater discretion be given to frontline personnel so that they can more 
flexibly respond to customer needs without being hindered by complex bureaucratic rules. Drawing 
on Lipsky’s (1980) work on ‘street-level bureaucracy’, she points out that conditions of frontline 
public service work, such as a combination of high demand, insufficient resources and rule/policy 
ambiguity, are likely to mean that discretion will be used to ration services rather than better tailor 
them to individual customers’ needs. Moreover, given that Lipsky showed that discretion is often 
exercised through ‘heuristic devices such as favoritism, stereotyping, and routinizing’, increasing 
discretion in the name of customer focus risks allowing forms of discrimination based on ‘race, 
ethnicity, nationality, and class’ to determine how services are allocated and delivered (Fountain, 
2001, p. 63).  
The literature discussed in this section of the chapter highlights some of the tensions between the 
NPM/private sector model of customer focus and the kinds of relationships that public services have 
with members of the public, both individually and collectively. It also highlights some of the potential 
dangers of adopting customer focus as it is constructed in NPM without due consideration of the 
political and ethical principles and objectives that underpin the existing relationship between services 
and publics. What is largely absent from this literature, however, is consideration of the possibility 
that situated actors responsible for particular public services might mobilise customer focus discourse 
in ways that diverge from the idealised model promoted in NPM. This is a significant gap, for, as I 
show in later chapters of this thesis, customer focus may actually be deployed in the name of the 
public interest, and assembled with many of the principles that this literature characterises it as in 
tension with. I will now turn in the next section of this chapter to the literature that looks specifically 
at how customer focus is adopted in public services with compliance functions and how it is integrated 
with their more coercive compliance practices. 
Tensions between customer focus and coercive compliance practices 
Unsurprisingly, customer focus has been most controversial when adopted by services that rely upon 
coercion or punitive sanctions to enforce compliance. This is because, contrary to the notion of 
consumer sovereignty promoted by NPM, people interacting with these services tend to be ‘coerced 
consumers’ (Clarke et al., 2007, p. 88). They are coerced in the sense that they consume the service 
involuntarily—e.g. a broadcaster has no choice over whether or not they are regulated—and/or in the 
sense that the very nature of what they consume is punitive or coercive—e.g. a prisoner is 
rehabilitated through the punitive practice of imprisonment or a welfare recipient is required to seek 
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employment under the threat of having their benefits withdrawn. In this section of the chapter, I 
review the literature on attempts to integrate customer focus with compliance practices in a range of 
public services with compliance functions. I discuss the different ways that different fields of study 
interpret the relationship between customer focus and compliance. I begin with studies of welfare 
services who see the two as being essentially in intension with one another and I then move on to the 
regulatory studies and policing literatures where customer focus and compliance are seen to exist in 
more complicated relationships.  
One context in which the tension between customer focus and compliance has been observed is the 
literature on changes to the nature and provision of welfare services. User compliance with the 
increasingly onerous obligations attached to the receipt of welfare benefits has become a central 
concern for welfare agencies, reflecting the shift to a more conditional and targeted approach to the 
provision of welfare support under neo-liberalism (Schram, Soss, Houser, & Fording, 2010). At the 
same time, the rise of NPM has put pressure on welfare agencies to pay greater attention to the needs 
of service users qua customers, and to try to overcome their historical preoccupation with bureaucratic 
rules and procedures (Clarke & Newman, 1997; Clarke et al., 2007). The simultaneous pursuit of 
these different reform agendas has led to tensions within welfare agencies. In employment agencies, 
for example, customer focus is bound up with activation policies that render the receipt of 
unemployment benefits conditional upon the active pursuit of work or training on the part of the 
unemployed (Howard, 2012; Rosenthal & Peccei, 2006, 2007). Studies show that this leads to 
situations where frontline staff are expected to tailor service offerings to the unique circumstances of 
their customers at the same time as ensuring that customers comply with standardised activation 
requirements, with the latter objective often taking priority. Similarly, other studies observe that 
social housing agencies have pursued reform agendas that seek to tailor housing support to tenant-
customers’ needs at the same time as tightening eligibility for social housing and cracking down on 
‘bad tenants’ through policies targeting ‘antisocial behaviour’ (Fellesson, 2011; Marston, 2000). 
The literature on the adoption of the customer concept in welfare agencies demonstrates how 
customer focus leads to tensions at the level of both policy and practice. However, it tends not to 
delve into how these tensions are managed by the situated actors implicated in these processes, be 
they policy makers, managers or frontline staff. For example, Rosenthal and Peccei (2007) argue that 
the British employment agency, Jobcentre Plus, simultaneously relates to people through the 
contradictory narratives of ‘sovereignty’ and ‘control’. On the one hand, the agency constructs users 
as ‘sovereign customers’ who require services tailored to their individual needs (e.g. they are 
allocated case managers who act as ‘personal advisors’) and who must be treated with respect and a 
sense of importance (e.g. staff must dress professionally, keep to appointment times and not keep 
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people waiting in queues). One the other hand, the customer is represented as someone who must be 
reminded of their obligations to the agency (e.g. to actively look for work, to attend meetings, and to 
resist the temptation to commit welfare fraud) and to have these obligations enforced if necessary 
(e.g. by being subject to tighter surveillance or by having their benefits cancelled). Although these 
observations are revealing of the kinds of tensions that customer focus produces for staff in services 
with compliance functions, Rosenthal and Peccei (2007) give little indication of how staff manage 
these tensions in their day-to-day encounters with customers.  
Studies of customer focus in other services with compliance functions do, however, address attempts 
to integrate it with compliance practices. The ‘regulatory studies’ literature is particularly instructive 
in this regard. Here, scholars highlight that, although regulators are unable to tailor compliance 
outcomes to the needs of individual customers—as these are determined by law and the public 
interest—they can tailor the compliance process to customer needs, and many regulators are in fact 
attempting to do this (Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000, pp. 53-64). Given this focus on how 
compliance is achieved (the compliance process), regulators have tended to translate customer focus 
into policies and practices that attempt to facilitate ‘voluntary compliance’ by thinking about what 
assistance regulatees need to achieve compliance, rather than simply enforcing/punishing 
noncompliance.  
The deployment of customer focus policies to promote voluntary compliance is illustrated, for 
example, in studies of the compliance practices of tax agencies in the UK (Tuck, 2013; Tuck et al., 
2011), the USA and Norway (Aberbach & Christensen, 2007) and Australia (Alford, 1998). Here, 
customer focus policies encourage the use of what Tuck (2013) calls ‘enabling’ techniques that are 
designed to persuade and facilitate individual and corporate taxpayers to pay the correct amount of 
tax. Examples of such techniques include ‘educating’ taxpayers about their tax obligations and how 
to fulfil them; streamlining processes for paying tax and submitting tax returns; establishing 
‘partnerships’ with (mainly corporate) taxpayers in order to share information about risks of 
noncompliance that either party have identified; and engaging in dialogue with noncompliant 
regulatees to negotiate the parameters and timeframes for remedying a breach.  
The promotion of voluntary compliance in the name of customer focus relates to a broader shift in 
regulatory thinking away from enforcement and deterrence focused methodologies and towards 
strategies oriented to ‘compliance’ per se (Ayres & Braithwaite, 1992; Sparrow, 2000). This shift 
occurred during the 1980s and 90s, the period when NPM dominated government thinking and debate 
about the reform of public services. Not surprisingly, then, compliance-focused approaches to 
regulation mirror many of the principles and orientations advanced in the discourses of NPM 
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(Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; Tuck et al., 2011). This includes a focus on ‘results’, ‘mission 
accomplishment’ and ‘effectiveness’, which in the regulatory context translate to a concern with 
overall levels of compliance rather than the number of breaches that a regulator has enforced 
(Sparrow, 2000, p. 56). It was in this discursive context that voluntary compliance, and by extension 
customer focus, came to prominence. On the one hand, enabling voluntary compliance was seen as a 
kind of service provided to regulatees, which resonated with NPM’s push to redefine public service 
users as customers. On the other hand, facilitating voluntary compliance was seen as a more efficient 
and effective means of achieving compliance, given that they were less resource intensive than 
enforcement and they had the potential to foster more cooperative, less antagonistic relationships 
between regulators and regulatees (Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; Alford & Speed, 2006).  
However, some regulatory scholars argue that a focus on the needs of individual regulatees in the 
name of voluntary compliance may detract from the ability of regulators to protect the public interest. 
The reason for this is that, although voluntary compliance may be more efficient and effective in the 
majority of cases, it is inappropriate for dealing with the small number of wilfully noncompliant 
regulatees who will only comply when faced with the threat of punitive sanctions (Aberbach & 
Christensen, 2007; Alford & Speed, 2006). There is also the potential that otherwise compliant 
regulatees will exploit the leniency and trust that voluntary compliance entails and thus engage in 
noncompliant activities that they otherwise would not (Alford & Speed, 2006). The Internal Revenue 
Service (IRS) in the USA is often invoked as a cautionary example of how customer focus can lead 
to these kinds of outcomes (for example, see Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; Sparrow, 2000). In the 
late 1990s, the IRS came under substantial political pressure following accusations that its staff were 
employing overly coercive and intrusive tactics in their investigations into tax evasion and fraud. This 
led to the agency being subjected to an extensive reform program that aimed to promote a focus on 
service and customer satisfaction, and also entailed deep cuts to the resources and personnel allocated 
to enforcement (Aberbach & Christensen, 2007). These reforms resulted in significant declines in 
both tax enforcement and tax revenue, and by the early 2000s there was an explicit shift in policy 
direction towards bolstering the capacity of the IRS to investigate and enforce noncompliance 
(Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; Sparrow, 2000).  
This concern about the failure to recognise the necessity of coercion and punitive sanctions to 
achieving optimal levels of compliance links debates about customer focus to older debates in 
regulatory scholarship about what constitutes the proper balance between ‘punishment and 
persuasion’ in regulation. These debates go back at least as far as the early 1990s, at which time Ayres 
and Braithwaite (1992, p. 20), in what is a seminal work in the field of regulatory studies, remarked 
that 
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…there is a long history of barren disputation within regulatory agencies, and more recently 
among scholars of regulation, between those who think that corporations will comply with the 
law only when confronted with tough sanctions and those who believe that gentle persuasion 
works in securing business compliance with the law. 
Ayers and Braithwaite (1992) themselves made a decisive intervention in this debate with their theory 
of ‘responsive regulation’; a theory which continues to have a powerful influence on regulatory 
thought and practice today (Parker, 2013). They put forward this theory as a way of integrating 
voluntary compliance and enforcement methodologies—or, in their own words, for ‘establish[ing] a 
synergy between punishment and persuasion’ (Ayres & Braithwaite, 1992, p. 25).  
The theory of responsive regulation is used by some contemporary regulatory scholars to make sense 
of how customer focus is integrated with the use of coercion and punitive sanctions to achieve 
compliance (Alford & Speed, 2006; Tuck et al., 2011). For this reason, I will take a moment to outline 
the theory in detail. Responsive regulation is based upon a compliance strategy that Ayres and 
Braithwaite (1992, pp. 19-53) term ‘the benign big gun’. This strategy has three core features. Firstly, 
it relies on a ‘tit-for-tat’ mechanism, wherein regulators always employ enabling techniques when 
they first engage with a regulatee, and only ‘respond’ with more punitive measures if regulatees 
persist in their noncompliance. If, after being subject to some kind of sanction, a regulatee brings 
their conduct into compliance, then the regulator will respond by shifting back to enabling practices. 
However, if the regulatee continues to be noncompliant, then the regulator will ratchet up their 
sanctions; and this process continues on and on throughout the regulatory relationship.  
Secondly, the benign big gun strategy requires that regulators have recourse to a ‘hierarchical range 
of sanctions’, that is, to a range of increasingly punitive measures that can be deployed iteratively in 
each subsequent encounter with a noncompliant regulatee. Ayers and Braithwaite depict this 
diagrammatically as an ‘enforcement pyramid’ (see Figure 1). Perhaps the most well-known aspect 
of responsive regulation, the pyramid has been employed by a vast array of regulatory agencies 
around the world and remains influential today (Mascini, 2013). Indeed, as I discuss in Chapter Six, 
the city council with whom I conducted my fieldwork uses precisely such a pyramid to guide their 
compliance practices. The pyramid shape implies that most regulatees will comply in response to the 
enabling techniques that the regulator deploys first, as represented by its larger lower rungs. However, 
there will be some regulatees that ignore these gentler measures and whose compliance must instead 
be secured through increasingly punitive or coercive means.  
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Figure 1. Example of an enforcement pyramid. The proportion of space at each layer 
represents the proportion of enforcement activity at that level (figure and caption 
reproduced from Ayres & Braithwaite, 1992, p. 35). 
 
Finally, Ayers and Braithwaite argue that the greater the ‘height of the pyramid’—i.e. the greater the 
severity of the most extreme sanctions that the regulator has recourse to—the more effective the 
regulator’s earlier persuasive and enabling efforts will be. Hence why they call the strategy ‘the 
benign big gun’: the greater the threat posed by a regulator’s punitive powers, the greater incentive 
there is for regulatees to comply voluntarily and, subsequently, the less likely it is that the regulator 
will have to actually resort to their ‘big guns’. Moreover, in cases where ongoing/severe 
noncompliance calls for regulators to respond with their most severe sanctions, these measures are 
more likely to be perceived as fair and legitimate (by the general public, if not by the regulatee 
themselves), given that the regulator has already made a significant effort to secure compliance 
through less coercive means (Ayres & Braithwaite, 1992, pp. 25-26).  
Regulatory scholars have used the theory of responsive regulation to analyse both the benefits and 
the dangers of applying customer focus in the regulatory context (Alford & Speed, 2006; Tuck et al., 
2011). In doing this, they associate customer focus exclusively with the lower rungs of the pyramid 
that prescribe enabling techniques with the aim of soliciting voluntary compliance (e.g. a warning 
letter). For example, when discussing the use of customer focus (or ‘client focus’ as they call it) in 
terms of responsive regulation, Alford and Speed (2006, p. 326) state that: 
LICENSE 
REVOCATION
LICENSE 
SUSPENSION
CRIMINAL PENALTY
CIVIL PENALTY
WARNING LETTER
PERSUASION
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Specifically, the agency’s initial approach is to act co-operatively, by applying information, 
education, persuasion and fair treatment to regulatees. In effect, this means adopting a client 
focus. For those firms that respond well to this, the same approach continues. For those who 
try to take advantage by evading their obligations, the agency switches to a slightly more 
directive approach… [And if] the regulatee continues to be recalcitrant, the agency moves to 
more stringent sanctions, and so on up the hierarchy. 
Although Alford and Speed (2006) are optimistic about the utility of customer/client focus for 
increasing voluntary compliance, they warn that there are limits to its utility in the regulatory context. 
These limits pertain to the fact that, according to the theory of responsive regulation, voluntary 
compliance on its own is not capable of securing optimal levels of compliance. Rather, it must be 
backed up with (increasingly) punitive sanctions in order to be truly effective. Thus, regulatory 
scholars caution against overenthusiasm for vogue customer focus strategies and prescribe instead 
that these only be applied alongside and with the support of ‘vigorous enforcement’ to ensure that 
regulators can ‘perform their functions effectively’ (Aberbach & Christensen, 2007, p. 178; see also 
Sparrow, 2000; Tuck, 2013; Tuck et al., 2011). 
The regulatory studies literature therefore provides some important insights into how customer focus 
is integrated with responsive regulation and the promotion of voluntary compliance, as well as the 
dangers that can and, in cases like the IRS, actually do arise if customer focus is not carefully balanced 
against coercive enforcement and the use punitive sanctions. However, this literature also has an 
important limitation in that it tends to focus on the treatment of regulatees/offenders as customers, 
without considering that other types of regulatory subjects might also be conceived as customers by 
service providers. This perhaps derives from the heavy focus on tax agencies in this literature, where 
the only customers dealt with directly are individual taxpayers, although the public may be related to 
indirectly as customer.  
In contrast to this, as I outlined in the previous section above, other services with compliance 
functions, such as the police and other criminal justice agencies, deal with multiple parties with 
conflicting interests but who are nevertheless all defined as customers. Moreover, some of these 
customers—complainants, victims of crime, or local communities—may actually demand that 
regulatees/offenders be subject to punitive sanctions, whether for symbolic reasons or because they 
believe coercion to be the quickest and most assured path to compliance (Clarke, 2009; Donohue & 
Moore, 2009; McCulloch & McNeill, 2007). For example, Clarke (2009) describes how the attempt 
by British police to treat ‘local communities’ as customers meant they were confronted with 
community demands for more patrols and tougher enforcement practices in their specific 
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neighbourhoods. This raises questions about whether customer focus can actually lead to more 
enforcement in some services and, if so, how this might relate to practices for treating regulatees as 
customers by promoting voluntary compliance. I explore precisely these questions in Chapters Five 
and Six of this thesis, where I look at how customer focus is invoked in relation to the multiple parities 
implicated in urban compliance. In the next section of this chapter, I will turn to the urban governance 
literature specifically and discuss how customer focus is associated in these studies with broader 
trends that are reshaping urban governance practices.  
Customer focus, urban governance and governing urbanism 
Local government has been a key target for NPM reforms generally, and customer focus reforms in 
particular. One reason for this is that in Australia, and even more so in other countries, local 
governments play a prominent role in the delivery of public services (Aulich, 1999; Caulfield, 2003). 
This makes it an obvious target for NPM, whose ‘emphasis on management and markets has centred 
on the [service] delivery end’ of government (Aulich, 1999, p. 38). Local government is also targeted 
because of its relative proximity to the public, as this marks it as a strategic point at which the 
responsiveness of government can be enhanced (Caulfield, 2003).  
Whilst local governments in both urban and rural areas have adopted customer focus policies, the 
question addressed in this thesis is how they are integrated with compliance practices in urban 
governance in particular. In this section of the chapter, I review the urban governance literature to 
outline the distinctly urban processes and problems that shape the adoption of customer focus and 
NPM in this context. As McCann (2016) explains, two definitively urban problems/processes can be 
identified in the urban governance literature. These include, on the one hand, the geographic and 
political economic processes of urbanisation and, on the other hand, the promotion of distinct forms 
of ‘urbanism’: ‘the ways of life that define urban areas in specific historical periods’ (McCann, 2016, 
p. 1). As I discuss below, the urban governance literature has addressed NPM’s relationship to the 
broad political-economic processes driving contemporary urbanisation, such as economic 
globalisation and the ‘neo-liberalisation’ of government policy and, by corollary, society (Harvey, 
1989; Jessop, 2002; Peck et al., 2013; Theodore et al., 2011). However, there is much less known 
about the relationship between NPM generally, and customer focus in particular, the governance of 
urbanism/everyday life in cities. I review what is known about this relationship in order to identify 
what the key processes are shaping the adoption of customer focus on the ground in the urban 
governance context.  
There has been increasing interest in urban governance in recent decades due to the important 
relationship between cities and the dramatic social, political and economic shifts that have occurred 
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since the last decades of the twentieth century. Scholars of urban governance argue that the correlative 
expansion of global markets and neo-liberal policies has diminished the significance of the nation 
state at the same time as raising the status of cities (Isin, 2000; Jessop, 2002). These processes have 
led to the intensification of competition between cities for investment, industry, tourism and prestige 
(Harvey, 1989; Jessop, 2002; Peck et al., 2013; Theodore et al., 2011). In accordance with this, city 
governments have become increasingly preoccupied with the promotion and facilitation of local 
development and economic growth, often at the expense of their traditional focus on the welfare and 
democratic participation of urban populations (Harvey, 1989; Purcell, 2002; Swyngedouw, 2005, 
2009).  
The adoption of NPM-type policies such as customer focus by city governments is understood by 
urban governance scholars in the context of these shifts. Neo-liberal policy discourses promote the 
empowerment of city governments through the devolution of authority from the national to the local 
state; however, they also put pressure on cities to lower their expenditure on the direct provision 
public services so that they can lower taxes and promote investment (Jessop, 2002). Along with the 
privatisation of key local government functions, these objectives are pursued through NPM-style 
reforms that aim to make the local state function in a more efficient, responsive and ‘business-like’ 
way (Pierre, 2011; Theodore et al., 2011). In Australia, these NPM-style reforms to local government 
entailed the introduction of compulsory competitive tendering and the pervasive use of performance 
management techniques, particularly in relation to financial management (G. Baker, 2003). They also 
entailed the promotion of customer focus through the use of ‘marketing technologies’ such as 
customer surveys (G. Baker, 2003) and other techniques such as ‘public consultation, citizens’ 
charters, performance pledges, stakeholder engagement through partnerships and the like’ (Caulfield, 
2003, p. 14). Studies of local government reform outside Australia also highlight the pervasive 
adoption of ‘customer relationship management’ and other ‘e-government’ systems by local 
governments as attempts to improve customer focus through the electronic integration and 
streamlining of services (Bloomfield & Hayes, 2009; Dutil et al., 2008; Guarneros-Meza et al., 2014; 
Richter & Cornford, 2008; Yetano, 2009).  
Another change to urban governance that is associated with both NPM and customer focus, and which 
has received substantial scholarly attention, is the fact that city governments increasingly govern 
in/through partnerships with the private sector and civil society. This is often characterised as a shift 
from urban government, in which the local state directly finances and delivers projects and services, 
to urban governance, in which services and projects are delivered through a decentralised network of 
providers and in which city governments play a primarily coordinating role (John, 2001; MacLeod & 
Goodwin, 1999; Van Hulst, 2008). This practice is most commonly associated with the promotion of 
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‘public-private partnerships’ in which city governments ‘try and attract external sources of funding, 
new direct investments, or new employment sources’ and thus secure a competitive advantage over 
other cities (Harvey, 1989, p. 7; Jessop, 2002). However, it is also increasingly identified with the 
practice of city governments partnering with community organisations or with ‘local communities’ 
themselves (Hastings, 1996; Patel, 2016). These network/partnership type arrangements are often 
couched in customer focus terms. This is usually either because the firm, NGO or local community 
partnered with is a stakeholder/customer of city government, someone who both benefits from the 
partnership and gets to influence its direction in accordance with their needs; or because the provision 
of services or projects through such partnerships is seen to provide better ‘value-for-money’ for the 
urban citizenry than state-only provision.  
The literature discussed thus far in this section provides an important macro context to changes in 
urban governance and thus provides insight into how the organisation and practices of city 
governments have been reshaped in response to broader processes, such as globalisation and neo-
liberalisation. However, as Farías (2011) argues, in doing this these studies tend to analyse changes 
in urban governance, and in cities more generally, as a means/lens for understanding something else, 
namely the broader political-economic processes that explain these changes. As such, they often do 
not take ‘the urban’ or urban governance as an object of inquiry in its own right and therefore eschew 
smaller-scale practices, processes and changes that are relatively independent of/not reducible to 
global capital flows or the politics of capital accumulation. Similarly, Lippert (2014) argues that the 
urban governance literature also tends to ignore governance practices that are not the product (or by-
product) of neo-liberalism. Indeed, even when non-neo-liberal governance practices are observed, 
they are treated as ad hoc remedies for the contradictions in, or unintended consequences of, neo-
liberalising processes and projects.  
In contrast to this, another, less prominent strand of the urban governance literature focuses more on 
the specificity and multiplicity of practices, actors and objects implicated in the governance of 
urbanism, that is, everyday ways of living in the city (McCann, 2016). These studies tend to adopt a 
Foucauldian perspective, similar to the one adopted in this thesis. As I will explain in more detail in 
Chapter Three, this approach orients analysis to how urban authorities conceive of the subjects, 
objects and problems of urban governance, the governmental techniques they employ, and historical 
changes therein. This literature addresses a range of important urban governance practices, processes 
and reforms. However, there is as yet little consideration of the shift in the way that city governments 
think about urban populations such that they now view urban citizens as their customers.  
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Although the Foucauldian urban governance literature has not yet addressed the incorporation of 
customer focus in urban compliance strategies, it has addressed other important practices in which 
urban subjects are governed as consumers. Studies have shown how urban governance authorities 
expend significant energy and resources in order to augment the circulation of consumers in cities, 
particularly in central business districts and other consumer hubs, as this is seen as a vital process to 
urban economies (Blomley, 2011; Lippert & Sleiman, 2012; O’Malley, 2009b). This includes the 
regulation of pedestrian traffic, which often entails preventing ‘unwanted’ people (e.g. the homeless), 
conduct (e.g. panhandling, hawking) or objects (e.g. garbage, street signage) from disturbing the 
‘clean and safe passage’ of pedestrian-consumers (Blomley, 2011; Lippert & Sleiman, 2012). It also 
includes traffic regulation, particularly the regulation of parking, as a continuous turnover of parking 
spaces through the use of devices like parking meters makes possible a constant flow of consumers 
for local businesses.  
Along with the regulation of the circulation of consumers, another particularly important dimension 
of governing urbanism is the governance of ‘nuisance’. As Lippert and Walby (2014, p. 737) claim, 
nuisance ‘is perhaps the defining feature of the urban milieu’ from the point of view of urban 
governance. The reason for this is that nuisance is a fundamentally relational problem, in that a person 
or their conduct is only considered a nuisance if it disturbs, annoys or bothers other people who 
subsequently seek redress from urban authorities (Cooper, 2002). As Valverde (2011) explains, given 
the density and diversity of modern cities, such disturbance are a characteristic feature of urban life 
and thus a routine problem for city governments. In her study of urban governance in Toronto, 
Valverde (2012) shows how city officials are called upon to govern a range behaviours that are 
deemed a nuisance because they do not accord of the moral and aesthetic preferences of the cultural 
mainstream. These include ‘noisy’ nightclubs, gardens containing sprawling, vegetable-bearing vines 
rather than manicured lawns, and the pungent cooking smells of ‘ethnic’ apartment dwellers.  
As the examples given by Valverde (2012) suggest, although nuisance is defined relationally, it is not 
an absolutely subjective or particularistic phenomenon. Rather, it is defined in relation to the 
dominant values, norms or expectations of particular cultural groups. This is further demonstrated in 
the observation in the literature that many commonly experienced nuisance problems come to be 
codified in local laws as ‘public nuisances’ that can be proactively enforced by city governments 
(Cooper, 2002; Valverde, 2011, 2012). Although actual governmental interventions to address public 
nuisances are often still spurred by individual complaints, it is ultimately the public whose interests 
are being defended here, as the term ‘public nuisance’ suggests. However, as Valverde (2011) 
demonstrates in a study of the legal dimension of urban governance in North America, the ‘public’ 
of public nuisance is not the abstract public of the nation-state or the population. Rather, it is the 
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‘community’: a form of collective subjectivity defined in terms of its relative geographic locatedness 
(at least in the urban context) and, more importantly for nuisance governance, its supposedly naturally 
occurring moral and cultural cohesiveness (Rose, 1999; Valverde, 2011). It is precisely the naturally 
occurring values and expectations of the community that are invoked to define this or that form of 
conduct as a nuisance and to rationalise governmental intervention to prevent it from occurring. 
Insofar as nuisance governance relies on the invocation of ‘the community’, it overlaps with the 
practice of governing through partnerships and networks discussed above. Urban governance often 
entails city governments attempting to enrol civil society actors, such as community/not-for-profit 
organisations and actual neighbourhoods or estates, as active participants in the governance of 
nuisance conduct. For example, Flint and Nixon (2006) describe how local governments in the UK 
employ anti-social behaviour orders (ASBOs) to constitute public housing ‘communities’ as self-
governing entities who the state can partner with to address the ‘growing problem’ of ‘incivility’ and 
‘anti-social behaviour’. As they explain,  
ASBOs provide a means by which communities are encouraged to take an active part in the 
surveillance and regulation of conduct and self-governing individuals are urged to ‘take a 
stand’ against those who do not conform to accepted norms of conduct by collecting evidence, 
acting as witnesses and helping to enforce breaches of the order (Home Office, 2003). (Flint 
& Nixon, 2006, p. 943) 
Other studies have shown how similar strategies are employed by non-state actors engaged in urban 
governance. For example, Cheshire, Rosenblatt, Lawrence, and Walters (2009) detail how a property 
developer attempts to constitute residents of a ‘master planned estate’ in Australia as a self-governing 
community, such that they voluntarily uphold the aesthetic standards of the estate, and thus the 
reputation of the developer, once the developer relinquishes responsibility for them. To do this, the 
developer employed a ‘comprehensive community development strategy’, which includes hosting 
social events and facilitating the development of sporting and other ‘interest groups’, in order to 
establish ‘communal ties of obligation and support’ that inculcate ‘a moral ethic of civic pride and 
responsibility in residents to persuade them to take care of their estate collectively’ (Cheshire et al., 
2009, p. 663).  
The two urban governance problems discussed here—securing the circulation of consumers and the 
governance of urban nuisances—are characteristic features of the governance of urbanism that, as we 
shall see as the thesis progresses, shape why and how customer focus is integrated with compliance 
in the urban governance context. Whilst neither of these problems is completely absent from non-
urban areas, they tend to be far more salient in the urban context than other spatial contexts, like rural 
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areas. This is because they are linked to defining features of the urban milieu. As noted above, the 
relation quality of nuisance problems means that they are much more likely to occur in the relatively 
dense and culturally diverse environment of the city (Valverde, 2011). Similarly, the problem of the 
circulation of specific populations first emerged with urbanisation and the problem faced by early 
planners of how to secure the productive movement of people and goods and mitigate the spread of 
crime and disease (Foucault, 2007)—both of which are problems that persist in the present (Blomley, 
2011; O’Malley, 2009a). Thus, to understand how customer focus and compliance are integrated in 
the urban governance context, we must take account of how it is shaped by these distinctively urban 
problems.  
In summary, the urban governance literature locates NPM (and by extension customer focus) reforms 
to city government in relation to the large scale associated with globalisation, neo-liberalisation and 
urbanisation but gives little consideration of how these reforms affect the compliance practices of city 
governments. This is a significant omission, for, as the less prominent literature on governing 
urbanism demonstrates, the regulation and compliance practices directed at urban populations, such 
as nuisance governance and regulation of consumer flows, play an important role shaping everyday 
urban life. This thesis therefore makes a contribution to the literature on urban governance by 
investigating how customer focus reforms are integrated with the compliance practices deployed in 
the governance of urbanism. 
Conclusion 
Each of the fields of study discussed in this chapter contribute to our understanding of the complex 
ways in which customer focus discourse is integrated with compliance strategies and practices in the 
urban governance context. The themes and findings that I have discussed in this literature review 
provide an important basis for responding to the research questions that I posed for myself in Chapter 
One; and the limitations that I identified in each body of work signal where this thesis will extend 
upon this basis to provide a more comprehensive response to these research questions.  
Both the literature on public service reform and the urban governance literature offer insights into 
how I might respond to my first research question, which asks what conditions lead to the adoption 
of customer focus in services with compliance functions? The public service reform literature shows 
that the problematisation of bureaucracy in NPM discourse is an important condition behind the 
promotion of customer focus in the public services generally, which means that it is also likely to 
inform the adoption of customer focus in services with compliance functions in particular. Similarly, 
the urban governance literature suggests that customer focus is adopted by cities in response to 
changes in the urban environment brought about the broad political-economic processes discussed 
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above. However, neither of these literatures takes account of the role played by situated actors—
politicians, managers, frontline staff and others—in driving and shaping the adoption of customer 
focus policies in the context of urban compliance. As I show in Chapter Four, the practices of, and 
relationships between, these actors played a key role in shaping the customer focus policies of the 
city council that I studied.  
The literatures on public service reform and urban governance also provide a basis for responding to 
my second research question, which asks how is the customer concept used to reconfigure the 
relationship between services with compliance functions and the people that they serve? The literature 
on public service reform alerts us to some of the key challenges faced by public services when trying 
to identify who their customers are. These challenges include reconciling NPM’s injunction to focus 
on the needs of individual customers with the preeminent public service objective of serving the 
public interest. They also include reconciling the notion of consumer sovereignty with the fact that 
services with compliance functions deal with multiple parties who often have conflicting interests 
and expectations (complainants, offenders, communities, etc.). However, this literature offers little 
insight into how these challenges are managed by service providers in the discursive practices through 
which they construct their relationship with the people that they regulate and serve. As we shall see 
in Chapter Five, the city council that I studied managed these challenges by articulating customer 
focus with older public service discourses and with the community-centred discourses of urban 
governance in ways that are unanticipated in either of these literatures. 
Lastly, the regulatory studies literature provides a basis for responding to my third research question, 
which asks how customer focus is integrated in compliance strategies, given that compliance often 
involves the use of coercion or punitive sanctions? This literatures shows how, despite the prima facie 
tensions between customer focus and compliance, it is common for regulators to incorporate customer 
focus into their compliance strategies by using it as a method for facilitating voluntary compliance. 
However, it sees the more coercive elements of compliance as outside the remit of customer focus, 
even though it is precisely the deployment of coercive practices that is desired by the complainants 
and local communities who are also considered customers of some compliance services, like the 
police. As I demonstrate in Chapter Six, I observed customer focus being mobilised to both facilitate 
voluntary compliance and to ‘improve’ the ways in which compliance personnel deployed coercive 
mechanisms. In the remainder of this thesis, I take the insights of these literatures as my point of 
departure and set about going beyond their limitations to answer my research questions. In the next 
chapter, I outline the theoretical and methodological approach that I adopted to enable me to do this.  
  
Chapter 3. Studying the Relationship between Thought, 
Power and Subjectivity: Theoretical and Methodological 
Orientations 
In this chapter I describe the theoretical and methodological approach that I adopted to guide my 
research into the question of how customer focus is integrated with compliance in the urban 
governance context. As I explain in detail below, I draw heavily on the theoretical insights that have 
been produced in the field of ‘governmentality studies’, and upon some of the more recent 
methodological tendencies of scholars adopting a governmentality approach (i.e. the adoption of 
ethnographic strategies). Central to the governmentality approach is the problem of how different 
ways of thinking about the practices and subjects of government shape, and are shaped by, the way 
in which power is exercised by political authorities in particular times and places. The question at the 
heart of this thesis can be seen as an instance or version of this problem: how does customer focus—
i.e. a way of thinking about governing that conceives of subjects as ‘customers’—inform how 
compliance—i.e. a particular governmental objective and an associated set of strategies—is pursued 
by urban authorities in a contemporary Australian city? 
In approaching the question of the relationship between thought, power and subjectivity, most 
governmentality scholars are informed to some degree by Foucault’s insight that power and thought 
(or knowledge) are inherently intertwined and co-constitutive. For Foucault (1980, 1995), power 
always presupposes forms of knowledge that define its subjects and objects, and provide it with its 
rationale. At the same time, knowledge presupposes relations of power that provide certain subjects 
with the authority to make truth claims about other subjects and their circumstances, and thus 
constitute them as objects of knowledge. These insights are central to governmentality studies, as is 
demonstrated by how the term ‘governmentality’ itself is deployed in this literature. To examine 
governmentalities means analysing how different ways of thinking about the practice and subjects of 
government shape, and are shaped by, the way in which governing actually takes place (Dean, 2010; 
Gordon, 1991; Miller & Rose, 2008; Rose, 1999). 
Although most governmentality scholar are indebted to Foucault’s reflections on the thought-power 
(or knowledge-power) nexus to some degree, there are some important differences in regards to how 
they take these reflections up and to what parts of Foucault’s oeuvre they draw upon. As I explain 
below, a number of influential governmentality scholars peruse what I call a ‘transcendentalist’ 
analysis, which is concerned with analysing the historical development of the forms of thought that 
shape the conditions of possibility for governing in the present moment (for example, see Dean, 2010; 
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Rose, 1999). Although the analysis I undertake in this thesis is informed by the findings and theories 
generated by these scholars, I do not myself engage in a transcendentalist analysis. Instead, I follow 
another tendency in the governmentality literature and adopt what Brady (2016), drawing on the 
Forsey (2010), has termed an ‘ethnographic imaginary’. Doing this means focusing less on trying to 
discern the historically contingent conditions that make contemporary modes of governing possible 
and more on how specific forms of thought and power are assembled by situated actors to govern 
conduct in specific contexts.  
The remainder of the chapter will precede as follows. In the next section, I outline the theoretical 
resources that I draw from the governmentality literature to make sense of how the customer subject 
position influences how governing takes place in the context of urban compliance. Specifically, I 
discuss how theorising about the rise of ‘advanced liberal’ governmentality, and the role of the figure 
of the ‘sovereign consumer’ therein, has informed my research (du Gay, 1996; Miller & Rose, 2008; 
Rose, 1999). I also explain in that section how my approach is informed by governmentality scholars’ 
theorising about the relationship between these broad processes and the way that power is exercised 
in the domains of regulation and urban governance, respectively. In the second section of the chapter, 
I describe how I approached studying the relationship between thought, power and subjectivity at the 
level of situated practices. Specifically, I introduce the concepts of problematisation and assemblage 
and describe the role that they played in orienting my analysis. I also describe how these helped me 
address some of the criticisms of the governmentality approach.  
In the third and final section of the chapter I describe my methodology. Firstly, I explain how, drawing 
on existing governmentality studies that employ an ‘ethnographic imaginary’, I adopted an 
ethnographic methodology to conduct my research. In doing this, I describe how I also drew upon 
elements of the institutional ethnography approach to supplement this approach and to sharpen my 
analysis of the role of texts in disseminating customer focused discourse and coordinating compliance 
practices. Following this, I introduce my study site and describe how I gained access to it. I then 
describe the data collection methods that I employed and I discuss the strengths, limitations and 
reflexive considerations that these entail. Finally, I discuss the ethical considerations that an 
ethnographic study of a government organisation raise and explain how I dealt with these in my 
research.  
Conceptual resources from the governmentality literature 
Advanced liberalism and the valorisation of the sovereign consumer 
In this thesis, I draw a range of theoretical insights and analytical concepts developed in the 
governmentality literature to help me analyse how the customer and consumer subject positions 
38 
 
inform how governing takes place. As noted above, governmentality, as a concept and mode of 
analysis, derives from Foucault’s later work (Foucault, 1982, 2007, 2008a). However, it has been 
extended upon and adapted for empirical social science research by scholars such as Mitchell Dean, 
Peter Miller, Nikolas Rose and others (Dean, 2010; Miller & Rose, 2008; Rose, 1999; Rose, O'Malley, 
& Valverde, 2006). Following Foucault (1982), governmentality researchers conceive of government 
as a set of practices aimed at ‘conducting the conduct’ (Gordon, 1991, p. 2) of specific individuals, 
groups or populations rather than as an institution (i.e. ‘the government’). Moreover, these practices 
are not associated with a single powerful actor, such as the state. Rather they involve the participation 
of diverse sets of actors, including politicians, institutions, managers, experts, and governed 
populations themselves, none of whom are the ultimate architect of how government unfolds or are 
themselves able to escape its forces (Rose et al., 2006).  
Governmentality, sometimes also referred to as ‘governmental rationality’ (e.g. Gordon, 1991), refers 
to the shared ways that the practice of government is reflected upon, reasoned about and, on the basis 
of this, organised and enacted at a given historical moment (Dean, 2010; Rose et al., 2006). Specific 
governmentalities are shaped by the expert discourses that prevail at that given historical moment; 
that is, they are shaped by forms of knowledge concerning the ostensibly ‘natural’ processes, 
divisions and categories of persons that make up particular social formations, such as the population, 
the economy or the community (Dean, 2010; Rose, 1999). In accordance with these 
discourses/knowledges, different governmentalities entail different conceptions of the subjects who 
are to be governed, imputing different kinds of capacities, dispositions and vulnerabilities to them 
and different modes of association amongst them (Rose, 1996, 1999). These discourses also inform, 
and are in turn informed by, specific technologies of government, which are assembled to govern 
subjects in ways that correspond to the attributes and capacities that are attributed to them (Miller & 
Rose, 2008).  
One of the central phenomena studied in this thesis is a way of thinking about the practice of 
government that conceives of the subjects to be governed as customers or consumers. According to a 
number of prominent governmentality scholars, this way of conceptualising subjects has become 
increasingly pervasive with the rise of ‘neo-liberal’ or, as some governmentality scholars prefer to 
call it, ‘advanced liberal’ governmentality (Dean, 2010; Miller & Rose, 2008; Rose, 1999). 
Advanced-/neo-liberalism emerged as a response to the widespread criticism of the so called ‘welfare 
state’ and the ‘social’ or ‘social welfarist’ governmentality that underpinned it (Rose, 1999). Unlike 
social government, which promoted forms of political subjectivity that were based on ‘solidarity, 
contentment, welfare and a sense of security’, advanced liberalism emphasised ‘individual freedom, 
personal choice and self-fulfilment’ as the basis for, and the valorised expression of, citizenship 
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(Miller & Rose, 2008, p. 48). Underpinned by the discourses and technologies of marketing, 
management and neoclassical economics, advanced liberalism encourages the government of subjects 
as ‘enterprising selves’, who seek self-actualization through the exercise of ‘autonomous’ choices 
within the market. Within these conditions, ‘customer’ and ‘consumer’ have become valorised forms 
of subjectivity. Miller and Rose (2008, p. 49) argue that consumers are cast as ‘entrepreneurs of 
themselves, seeking to maximize their ‘quality of life’ through the artful assembly of a ‘lifestyle’ put 
together through the world of goods’.  
Some governmentality scholars have employed these theoretical reflections on advanced liberal 
governmentality to make sense of how the customer and consumer subjectivities have been 
generalized from the marketplace to the formerly ‘de-commodified’ public sector (du Gay, 1996, 
2000; du Gay & Salaman, 1992; Miller & Rose, 2008). In doing this, they interpret the promotion of 
customer focus in NPM discourse (which I discussed in Chapter Two) as an expression of advanced 
liberal governmentality’s insistence that all subjects be treated like enterprising consumers. For 
example, Miller and Rose (2008, p. 49) state that the notions of ‘consumer choice’ and ‘enterprise’ 
that are central to advanced liberalism play a key role in ‘underpinning the reform of virtually all 
public services and forming new relations between acts of consumption in the market and acts of 
consumption in domains long viewed as outside the market, such as health care and education’.  
In Chapters Five and Six, I reflect upon the extent to which the adoption of customer focus in the 
context of urban compliance can be understood as an attempt to treat urban governance subjects as 
autonomous and enterprising consumers in the manner outlined by scholars such as Miller and Rose 
(2008). In doing this, I examine whether customer focus can be interpreted as an attempt to govern 
the subjects of urban compliance ‘at a distance’ (Miller & Rose, 2008). The term ‘governing at a 
distance’ has been used to describe a variety of governmental techniques and mechanisms, from the 
use of audit and performance management to govern public service professionals (Clarke & Ozga, 
2011; Germov, 2005; Rose, 1999), to how governments foster and direct ‘grass-roots’ development 
(Cheshire, 2006; Coleman & Moss, 2008; Duffield, 2001), and even to how power is exercised by 
public and commercial authorities over the Internet (Argent, 2005; A. Clarke, 2015). What these 
different techniques have in common is that they govern subjects through their self-governing 
capacities by shaping how they (the subjects of government) think about, and relate to, themselves 
and their environment. Thus, techniques for governing at a distance make it possible to govern 
subjects through their customer-like needs and choices. They do this by shaping the knowledge and 
reflexive practices on the basis of which subjects construct preferences and make choices (e.g. 
through education, training, advertising, etc.) and by programming the environment in which those 
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decisions are made (e.g. through the use of financial incentives, such as grants, and disincentives, 
such as fines) (Rose, 1999). 
My analysis of customer focus in the urban governance context is informed by these theoretical 
considerations on advanced liberal governmentality and the governance of subjects qua consumers 
or consumers. However, I do not consider these to be generic processes that operate in the same way 
everywhere. Rather, as I discuss in more detail below, I hold that these processes develop and play 
out in contingent ways in different contexts as they intertwine with existing ways of thinking, acting 
and exercising power that always already exist there (Brady, 2011, 2016; Li, 2007b). Therefore, I will 
turn in the next section to how governmentality scholars have conceptualised the domains of 
compliance/regulation and urban governance respectively (as these constitute the core empirical focus 
of this thesis) as well as how advanced liberalism and consumerist thinking have affected them. 
Before moving on, it is important to note that governmentality is not the only social theoretical 
approach to try to make sense of the prominence of the customer and consumer concepts in 
contemporary society and politics. As Clarke et al. (2007, p. 9) identify, two other prominent 
theoretical perspectives on this issue are those offered by the ‘sociology of modernity’ approach and 
the ‘critical political economy’ approach. For the sociology of modernity perspective, most 
commonly associated with Giddens and Beck (Beck, Giddens, & Lash, 1994; Giddens, 1991, 1994), 
the constitution of citizens as consumers is associated with the shift from ‘early’ to ‘late’ (or 
‘reflexive’) modernity. It holds that a key feature of late/reflexive modernity is the emergence of a 
‘consumer culture’ in which individuals reflexively constructed their identities through their 
consumption choices, rather than having an identity imputed to them based upon their position in the 
hierarchical social order. This is seen to establish the conditions for consumerist reforms to the public 
sector, as the bureau-professional authority of public services is increasingly challenged by reflexive 
consumer-subjects who demand a say over their destinies.  
For the critical political economy perspective, advanced by scholars such as Harvey (2005), the 
spread of the consumer and customer concepts is seen as reflecting the extension of commodification 
and market relations to the previously ‘de-commodified’ public sector. This process of de-
commodification is in turn seen as an effect of the neo-liberal project to restore capitalist class power 
by disseminating economic policy based on free market ideology that promises to ‘unshackle’ capital 
from the constraints of the Keynesian-Fordist pact (Harvey, 2005). Although there is an ideological 
component to this type of analysis (i.e. neo-liberal theories that valorise ‘free markets’, etc.), citizens 
are seen to be actually transformed into consumers through objective political-economic processes 
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brought about by neo-liberal reform, such as commodification through privatisation and 
marketization.  
Although there is something to be gained from each of these perspectives, I adopt the governmentality 
perspective in this thesis. As I stated above, the reason for this is that the governmentality perspective 
is specifically oriented to examining the dynamic relationship between forms of thought/knowledge 
and the exercise of power, and it offers useful analytical tools for examining the role that conceptions 
of the subject of government as customer or consumer play in this process. In contrast to this, both 
the sociology of modernity and critical political economy perspectives treat the spread of consumer 
and customer subjectivities as a product of objective socio-historical or political-economic processes. 
They are thus less well suited to examining the complex and contingent processes through which 
customer focus is integrated with urban compliance practices and the active ways in which situated 
actors attempt to manage the tensions that arise from this. 
Conceptualising customer focus in regulation: Security, risk-regulation and voluntary 
compliance 
One of the key empirical domains that this study makes a contribution to is the study of public services 
that have compliance or regulatory functions. As I emphasised in the previous two chapters, the 
adoption of customer focus principles in these services raises a number of questions about how these 
principles are integrated with compliance objectives and practices. These questions derive from the 
fact that compliance-oriented services tend to rely upon the use of compulsion to secure compliance 
and this seems incompatible with prescriptions to focus upon individual customer’s needs (Alford & 
Speed, 2006). Some important theoretical resources for reflecting upon these questions can be found 
in the governmentality literature, particularly amongst scholars who have examined the influence of 
advanced liberal governmentality on the regulatory practices of governmental authorities. In this 
section of the chapter, I outline a series of concepts that inform how I conceptualised both the 
compliance practices of the city council that I studied and the influence that customer 
focus/consumerist discourse has upon them.  
In the governmentality literature, regulation tends to be analysed in terms of the form of power that 
Foucault (2007) termed ‘security’ (e.g. O’Malley, 2009a). Security, as it is conceived in this literature, 
is characterised by its focus on aggregate phenomena—behavioural distributions, the circulation of 
people and goods, demographic patterns and flows—rather than the specific character or ‘soul’ of the 
individual, as is the case with disciplinary power (Foucault, 2007; O’Malley, 2009a). Moreover, its 
aims are not reformatory or rehabilitative but are instead preventative and defensive (Valverde, 2001); 
that is, security is future-oriented (O’Malley, 2009a). Lastly, security is primarily concerned with 
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governing through the processes immanent to specific situations or contexts (e.g. the social and 
economic processes of a city, for example), rather than with constructing completely artificial spaces 
with the purpose of governing individual bodies in specific ways (e.g. panoptical prisons) (Foucault, 
2007).  
Governmentality scholars have theorised recent changes in how regulation/security is rationalised 
and deployed in terms of the growth of the advanced liberal practice of governing subjects as 
consumers. For example, O’Malley (2009a) argues that, since World War Two, security has become 
increasingly ‘linked to consumption relations and forms’ (p. 96), as ‘legal and political rationalities 
made sense of problems thrown up by the rise of a consumer society’ (p. 97). The key example he 
gives of this is the rise of administrative or ‘regulatory’ fines. This kind of fine differs from ‘penal 
fines’ (which are used as a substitute for imprisonment to punish criminal behaviour in certain cases) 
in that they function like ‘prices’ on behaviours that ‘are not wrong but merely unwanted, 
inconvenient, and thus to be deterred’ (O’Malley, 2009a, p. 108). As such, regulatory fines treat 
subjects not as criminals but as enterprising consumers who make rational choices based on price 
signals. Regulators, therefore, attempt to use these signals to shape the distribution of aggregate 
consumer choices in relation to certain process that they wish to minimise or manage (e.g. parking, 
speeding, etc.).  
Governmentality scholars have also theorised changes in security practices in terms of the emphasis 
placed on risk-based regulatory strategies in advanced liberal governmentality. Although risk was 
also key to ‘social’ governmentalities (Defert, 1991; Ewald, 1991), forms of risk governance have 
become particularly prominent with the pervasive influence of advanced liberal styles of reasoning 
(O’Malley, 1996; Rose, 1999). Advanced liberal risk-management strategies take many forms, 
including the individualisation and consumerisation of risk as manifest in the rise of the private 
security and insurance industries (O’Malley, 1996). In the regulatory context, however, risk 
governance tends to be associated with what Black and Baldwin (2010, p. 181) term ‘risk regulation’, 
that is, ‘collections of strategies that… involve the targeting of enforcement resources on the basis of 
assessments of the risks that a regulated person or firm poses to the regulator’s objectives’.  
Following Tombs and Whyte (2013), I conceptualise ‘responsive regulation’, the pervasive 
regulatory strategy that I described in the Chapter Two and which informs the compliance practices 
of the city council I studied, as a form of  risk regulation. The reason for this is that responsive 
regulation employs calculations about the risk of noncompliance that a given regulatee represents in 
order to decide whether they ought to be subject to coercive enforcement or the enabling techniques 
associated voluntary compliance. Thus, insofar as it privileges ‘voluntary compliance’, responsive 
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regulation can be conceptualised as relying upon advanced liberal techniques for governing subjects 
‘at a distance’. For low-risk subjects, voluntary compliance eschews direct enforcement in favour of 
techniques that aim to motivate and facilitate them to govern themselves in accordance with 
prevailing regulations (J. Braithwaite, 2000; Tuck, 2013). As discussed in Chapter Two, voluntary 
compliance is often coupled with a reconceptualization of regulated subjects as customers/consumers 
with specific needs and preferences. As such, regulators attempt to govern regulatees qua customers 
at a distance by identifying the ‘needs’ that must be met in order to enable customers to bring their 
own conduct into compliance (e.g. the need for education, information, etc.) (Tuck, 2013). 
However, it is important to note that the risk based strategy underpinning responsive regulation also 
points beyond the influence of advanced liberalism to the continuing significance of forms of 
punishment and coercion in compliance practices. As Dean (2002a, 2002b, 2013) argues, the 
continued salience of forms of ‘sovereign power’, such as the legitimate use of coercion, in 
contemporary liberal societies is often overshadowed by the overwhelming emphasis in 
governmentality studies on liberal and advanced liberal practices, such as governing at a distance (see 
also Hindess, 2001; Li, 2014). I therefore attend in my analysis to the important role that coercive 
practices play in responsive regulation in underwriting the more facilitative techniques of voluntary 
compliance. Indeed, the logic of the ‘benign big gun’ that informs responsive regulation (see Chapter 
Two) holds that recourse to increasingly punitive sanctions/coercive mechanisms is essential for 
motivating regulatees to engage with regulators’ initial offer of, and attempts to facilitate, voluntary 
compliance.  
I also attend to instances where urban authorities make an ‘exception’ and suspend or defer the use 
of coercive practices even though it is warranted by the tit-for-tat logic of responsive regulation. 
Following Agamben (1998, 2005), governmentality scholars have noted ‘the exception’ is another 
important contemporary function of sovereign power that is not reducible to liberal governmentalities 
(Dean, 2002b, 2013; Lippert & Williams, 2012). For Agamben (1998) a state of exception arises 
when the state (or some other sovereign actor) declares a state of emergency, and uses this apparent 
emergency to justify the suspension of the law and the protections that it guarantees for political 
subjects against the sovereign’s coercive capacities. However, some scholars drawing on Agamben’s 
work suggest that the exception may not always function in the way that he theorises (Lippert & 
Williams, 2012). Namely, there may be cases where the exception is decided, not by the political 
sovereign, but by frontline governmental actors who Butler (2006) defines as ‘petty sovereigns’ (e.g. 
prison guards, police officers, private security guards, etc.). Furthermore, at this micro scale the 
suspension of laws/rules may entail authorities deciding not to coercion when the law/rule implies 
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that they should, rather than exposing subjects to coercion that they would otherwise be protected 
against (Lippert & Williams, 2012).  
As we shall see in Chapter Six, these reflections on the intersection between forms of regulatory 
power and the thinking that has been used to organise them are important resources for understanding 
how customer focus informs compliance practices in the urban governance context. As I show there, 
customer focus is interwoven with the logic of responsive regulation and risk management in 
somewhat unexpected ways—unexpected in that it informs when and how coercion ought to be 
deployed as much as it does the pursuit of voluntary compliance. This serves to highlight the 
importance of examining the intersection of new styles of thinking (advanced liberalism, 
consumerism, customer focus, etc.) with existing forms of power and, as I will now discuss with 
regard to urban governance, within the specific governmental context or ‘problem space’ in which 
they were deployed.  
Using governmentality studies to theorise urban governance: Nuisance, community and the 
urban problem space 
These broad regulatory trends towards reconfiguring security and risk strategies around a conception 
of subjects as customer and consumers are observable in the context of urban governance, which is 
the empirical focus of this thesis. Following Lippert and Walby (2014), I conceive of urban 
governance as a ‘problem space’, that is, as a specific domain of governmental reflection and 
intervention within which distinct kinds of ‘problems’ reveal themselves (see also Collier, 2009). The 
urban problem space is partially defined by the broad political economic processes that are the focus 
of much of the urban governance literature, such globalisation, urbanisation and neo-liberalisation. 
However, it is also defined by the everyday experiences, practices and ways living in the city that 
make up contemporary ‘urbanism’ (McCann, 2016). As I foreshadowed in Chapter Two, it is this 
latter aspect of the urban problem space that concerns me in this thesis.  
As I highlighted in the Chapter Two, one important ‘problem’ of contemporary urban governance/the 
governance of urbanism is maintaining and augmenting the circulation of people and goods in central 
business districts and other consumption or production hubs. Inspired by the governmentality 
literature, I conceptualise this problem and the techniques employed to address it in terms of 
‘security’, as defined above. In the urban governance context, the concept of security has been 
employed to produce insightful analyses of traffic and parking regulation (O’Malley, 2009a, 2009b), 
techniques used to facilitate pedestrian flows in business and consumption centres, and the practice 
of managing unwanted/marginalised subjects, such as the homeless or panhandlers, often by 
excluding them from these areas (Blomley, 2011; Lippert & Sleiman, 2012). 
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Security, however, is less appropriate for understanding the other key problem facing the governance 
of urbanism highlighted in the literature discussed in Chapter Two: nuisance. As Valverde (2011, p. 
296) argues, unlike security, nuisance governance is largely reactive or ‘backward-looking’, as 
highlighted by the common framing of its objective as ‘nuisance abatement’. Part of the reason for 
this is the relational character of nuisances, where conduct is only defined as a nuisance if it bothers 
another party or the public generally (Cooper, 2002; Valverde, 2011). Furthermore, nuisance 
governance is distinct from security in that it is not necessarily targeted at aggregate level phenomena, 
such as behavioural distributions, which are the stuff of security. Indeed, nuisance governance tends 
to involve locally specific solutions to locally specific problems arising from the disturbance that one 
party’s conduct causes another (Valverde, 2011).  
Thus, following Valverde (2011), I conceptualise nuisance governance as entailing a different 
strategy to security; a strategy which Rose (1999) has termed ‘governing through community’. As 
Rose (1999) argues, the governmental conception of community has been enthusiastically adopted in 
societies governed according to advanced liberal rationalities. The reason for this, Rose argues, is that 
community provides a ‘diagram’ for governing subjects in terms of identifications, associations and 
responsibilities that they are ‘naturally’ and ‘spontaneously’ invested in. Community therefore allows 
governmental authorities to conduct people’s conduct without attenuating their autonomy or capacity 
for personal responsibility. He contrasts this with what are now seen as the ‘artificial’ and ‘political’ 
identifications that were solicited by social government, which involved the deployment of 
programmes aimed at producing mass solidarity through ‘[t]he regulatory ideal of universal and 
uniform social citizenship’ (Rose, 1999, p. 177). As noted above, the strategies of social government 
are today widely problematised as attenuating the autonomy and responsibility of individual subjects 
(see, inter alia, Burchell, 1996; Dean, 2010; Miller & Rose, 2008; Rose, 1999). In this context, 
governing through community provides a means of governing in the name of collective interests 
(those of the community/ies) without attenuating individual autonomy and personal responsibility; 
for individual subjects are seen as always already embedded in relations of mutual responsibility and 
imbued with the moral sensibilities of their community (Rose, 1999, pp. 167-168).  
As with risk-based regulatory strategies, it is important to take account of the continued role of 
coercion in strategies for governing through community. As noted in Chapter Two, studies employing 
this concept often highlight how communities are called upon by urban authorities to self-govern, 
whist those authorities simultaneously attempt to shape how they self-govern through practices of 
governing at a distance (Cheshire et al., 2009; Flint & Nixon, 2006). However, as Dean (2002a) 
stresses, governing in the name of community may also entail the re-mobilisation of the coercive 
powers of the state to enforce community norms and values; a processes he describes as the ‘refolding 
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of the real or ideal values and conduct of civil society onto the political’ (Dean, 2002a, p. 45). This, 
once again, points to the continued salience of sovereign power/coercion in contexts that we might 
otherwise see as wholly defined by advanced liberal strategies for governing subjects as enterprising 
consumers embedded in self-governing communities. 
I also draw on the notion of ‘governing through community’ to makes sense of how authority is 
established for contemporary urban governance practices. As Rose (1999) argues, the valorisation of 
community in advanced liberal governmentality displaces the forms of bureaucratic and professional 
authority that were central to social government. ‘Bureau-professional’ authority, as Clarke and 
Newman (1997) call it, was premised on the idea that state actors possessed an objective 
understanding of the individual and collective interests. This understanding was based upon their 
possession of particular kinds of objective knowledge about the health, wealth and wellbeing of 
society and the groups that comprised it. In contrast to this, strategies for governing through 
community are more circumspect about the capacity of state authorities to objectively define the 
interests of the multiple and diverse communities that make up contemporary liberal societies (Rose, 
1999). Rather, authority is here derived from a kind of ‘anthropological knowledge’ of specific 
communities, and how they define their own interests relative to their specific norms and customs, 
their expectations, opinions and beliefs—in a word, their ‘culture’ (Rose, 1999).  
This aspect of governing through community—that is, the grounding of governmental authority in 
the upholding of community values and expectations—reflects a broader process that Clarke et al. 
(2007, pp. 11, 37), drawing on Stuart Hall, have termed ‘demotic populism’. Demotic populism refers 
to the strategic response of political authorities to the decline in deference amongst Western 
populations to traditional sources of bureaucratic and professional authority. This response entails 
valorising ‘lay, popular or ordinary voices, experiences and views’ as both authoritative and as a 
valuable counter balance to ‘out of touch’ political and bureaucratic authorities (Clarke, 2010, 2013; 
Clarke et al., 2007, p. 37). However, it also entails a populist attempt to speak on behalf of ‘ordinary 
people’ by political authorities and to harness their seemingly neutral/unpolitical views to the pursuit 
of politically defined governmental objectives. The danger of demotic populism, like any form of 
populism, is that it seeks to enforce a certain version of the values of ‘the people’ at the expense of 
dissenting or marginal voices and perspectives. As I discuss in Chapters Five and Six, the notion of 
demotic populism is useful for making sense of the kinds of values and perspectives that are valorised 
through a the treatment of urban publics as customers. 
 
 
47 
 
Examining the thought-power nexus in terms of problematisation and assemblage  
Thus far in this chapter I have outlined the conceptual tools that I draw from the governmentality 
literature to inform my analysis of the relationship between customer focus thinking/discourse and 
compliance practices in the urban governance context. As I noted above, central to the 
governmentality literature is the question of how different ways of thinking about the practices and 
subjects of government shape, and are shaped by, the way in which political power is exercised. 
However, as I also noted above, there is some variation in how governmentality scholars take up the 
question of the relationship between thought, power and subjectivity, and how they interpret 
Foucault’s own writings on this topic. In this section of the chapter, I discuss in detail the specific 
standpoint that I have adopted in this thesis, which examines how thought and power are configured 
in and through situated practices, and describe how it differs from the transcendentalist focus that is 
also common in governmentality studies.  
In much of the scholarship conducted under the rubric of ‘governmentality studies’, the analytical 
focus is on the transcendental dimension of the thought-power nexus. As Collier (2009, p. 96) 
explains, this entails a focus on the ‘conditions of possibility’ of thinking about and exercising 
political power at particular historical moments. This transcendental focus is given programmatic 
status by some of the most influential scholars in the governmentality tradition. Both Nikolas Rose 
(1999) and Mitchell Dean (2010), for example, argue that governmentality studies are distinct from 
what they term a ‘sociology of rule’ whose aim is describe how practices of governance/rule are 
organised and enacted in particular local social settings by particular social actors. In contrast to this, 
they claim that the aim of governmentality studies is to uncover what Rose (1999, p. 19) describes as 
‘a particular ‘stratum’ of knowing and acting’, that is, ‘the conditions of possibility and intelligibility 
for certain ways of seeking to act upon the conduct of others, or oneself, to achieve certain ends’. 
These conditions usually comprise broad political rationalities and governmental technologies, and 
the expert discourses and technical practices that they draw upon, such as those associated with 
advanced (or neo-) liberalism (see above). 
Let me be clear, this approach to studying the thought-power nexus, and the studies that have 
deployed it, are perfectly legitimate and have produced many profound insights into the contingent 
conditions which shape how we are governed today. Yet, there is another dimension to the thought-
power nexus that Foucault explored in his later work that is also taken up in the governmentality 
literature. This dimension concerns how the dynamic relationship between thought and power is 
configured in specific contexts wherein situated actors respond to specific situations (Collier, 2009, 
2011; Rabinow, 2003). Given that my focus in this thesis is on the dynamic relationship between 
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customer focus thinking and compliance in a specific context (contemporary urban governance), my 
analytical and methodological approach draws more on this approach to the thought-power nexus 
than on the transcendentalist approach advocated by Rose, Dean and others. 
What, then, does this approach to studying the thought-power nexus entail? Let us begin by specifying 
how it conceives the phenomenon of thought/thinking. As Paul Rabinow (2003, p. 45) argues, 
Foucault’s approach to studying thought underwent a ‘simple but momentous shift’ in his later work. 
In his earlier work, using concepts like the episteme, Foucault examined thought as ‘an anonymous, 
discursive thing’ (Rabinow, 2003, p. 45), that is, as a coherent system that establishes the conditions 
for what is sayable and doable at a particular historical moment (see, for example, Foucault, 2002). 
As Collier (2009) argues, this approach to studying thought persisted through the period in which 
‘power/knowledge’ was Foucault’s central analytical framework and where he first made the 
relationship between thought and power an explicit theoretical concern (see Foucault, 1980, 1995, 
2008b). However, during the late 1970s and early 1980s, Foucault began to approach thought as a 
‘temporarily unfolding situated practice’, rather than as an anonymous, systematic and thus 
transcendental process (Rabinow, 2003, p. 13; my emphasis).  
It is useful to distinguish between the later Foucault’s conception of thinking as a situated practice 
and the concept of discursive practice that he employed in his earlier work (for example Foucault, 
1972). Thinking qua situated practice is something that is done by ‘definite individuals’ in response 
to ‘a certain situation’ (Foucault, 2001, pp. 172-173). As Bacchi and Bonham (2014) explain, the 
term ‘discursive practice’ does not refer to the activities of specific individuals. Rather, it refers to 
‘practices of knowledge formation’, that is, to ‘how specific knowledges (‘discourses’) operate and 
the work they do’ (Bacchi & Bonham, 2014, p. 174, my emphasis). The later Foucault therefore 
placed a new emphasis on the role played by situated actors in reflecting upon and reconfiguring how 
power is exercised in response to particular situations or broader historical conjunctures (Collier, 
2009).  
The notion of ‘problematisation’ played a central role in this change in Foucault’s thinking about 
thinking and its relationship to power. Indeed, as Rabinow (2003) explains, Foucault came to see 
problematisation as the ‘distinctive mark’ of thought; as that which distinguished it from other social 
practices. According to Foucault, problematisation refers to ‘how and why certain things (behavior, 
phenomena, processes) became a problem’ (2001, p. 171; original emphasis). At the heart of 
Foucault’s study of problematisation, therefore, is the question of how taken-for-granted practices, 
relationships and understandings become questionable and thus open to reform at particular times 
and places; that is, how they constituted as objects of thought and, by extension, power. Further, 
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although Foucault mainly applied the term ‘problematisation’ in his analyses of ethics qua practices 
of the self (Foucault, 1986), Collier (2009, 2011) shows that this approach to thinking also informed 
his analysis of political power and governmentality in the late 1970s. According to Collier (2009, p. 
19), in his celebrated 1977/78 and 1978/79 lectures, ‘Foucault is interested in political reasoning as a 
situated practice through which existing governmental forms are reflected upon, reworked, and 
redeployed’. 
The concept of problematisation is widely employed in the governmentality literature and in other 
approaches that derive from it, such as the ‘What’s the problem represented to be?’ approach to policy 
analysis developed by Bacchi (2009). However, in accordance with the transcendentalist orientations 
of much of this literature, problematisations tend to be studied at the level of anonymous discursive 
processes/practices (Li, 2007a). An example of this is the account of the problematisation of the 
bureaucratic administration of public services in NPM discourse that I discussed in Chapter two (du 
Gay, 2000). As I noted above, such work is both legitimate and revealing of the broad discursive 
conditions that shape contemporary governing practices. However, the focus on the 
transcendental/discursive dimension of problematisation means that what I am calling the ‘situated 
practice of problematisation’ is often ignored. This is significant, for, as I show in Chapter Four, 
attending to situated practices reveals how problematisations are shaped by a variety of conditions 
that include, but are not reducible to, influential and diffuse discourses like NPM. For this reason, I 
focus on the situated practices of problematisation that gave rise to customer focus in the urban 
compliance practices that I studied.  
The conception of thinking in terms of situated practices of problematisation has significant 
implications for how we respond to the quintessential Foucauldian question of how power is 
exercised. As Collier (2009) explains, the later Foucault held that changes in the way in which power 
is reflected upon do not generally entail the ushering in of a new model, form or regime of 
power/knowledge or system of power relations. Rather it entails the reconfiguration, recombination 
and/or redeployment of existing ways of exercising power (see Foucault, 2007, pp. 6-8). Given this, 
some scholars have begun to employ Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of ‘assemblage’ to 
address how the practices of governance are configured in specific local sites (e.g. Brady, 2016; Li, 
2007a, 2014). Deleuze and Guattari (1987) use the term assemblage to refer to contingent and 
provisional formation of entities through the articulation of ontologically heterogeneous elements. In 
the governmentality literature, the term assemblage is often used to refer to the ways in which 
governmental programmes, or the technologies that they mobilise, are assembled through a diversity 
of practices and from heterogeneous elements including discourses, regulations and laws, material 
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objects, administrative practices and other techniques for exercising power (Brady, 2016; Li, 2007a, 
2014).  
The utility of the concept of assemblage for the study presented in this thesis is twofold. Firstly, as Li 
(2007a, p. 265) argues, assemblage has the ‘potential to finesse questions of agency by recognizing 
the situated subjects who do the work of pulling together disparate elements without attributing to 
them a master-mind or a totalizing plan’. As such, it allowed me to investigate how situated actors 
within the city council that I studied actively and creatively interpreted customer focus discourse in 
order to articulate it with the existing discourses, objectives and practices that characterise urban 
governance, including compliance practices. Secondly, the emphasis on the articulation of 
heterogeneous elements denoted by assemblage allowed me to examine how customer focus was 
implicated in the reform of urban governance without getting stuck on the prima facie tensions 
between the customer concept and the compliance practices and collectivist objectives that animate 
urban governance. Moreover, at a more abstract/theoretical level, it helped me to take account of how 
advanced liberal forms of power are articulated with, and deployed alongside, forms of sovereign 
power and coercion that a focus on advanced liberalism sometimes obscures, as I stated above (Dean, 
2002a, 2002b, 2013).  
Using the conceptions of problematisation and assemblage to study the relationship between thought 
and power offers a number of analytical affordances to this thesis. Firstly, both concepts draw 
attention to the role played by situated actors in reflecting upon, and reconfiguring and enacting 
governance/political power. This, in turn, allows for a greater appreciation of what 
ethnomethodologists call the accomplished nature of social order (Garfinkel, 1967; Rawls, 2008), in 
the present case the order of governmental practices. That is, these concepts highlight the fact that 
reforming and enacting government is something that specific people do and that it is therefore subject 
to all of the patchiness, fragility and inconsistencies, as well as the innovativeness and adaptiveness, 
of human accomplishments.  
Secondly, the concepts of problematisation and assemblage highlight that specific articulations of 
thought and power are the product of processes that are both dynamic and situated. That is, even the 
most general forms of ‘knowledge/power’ or ‘governmentality’ always play out within, shape and 
are shaped by, a particular set of circumstances. These circumstances, moreover, are comprised of 
multiple forces and process, including mobile relations of power and contestation between different 
groups of social actors (Li, 2007b; McKee, 2009), and the multiple overlapping rationalities, 
discourses and techniques of power that they mobilise in these struggles (Brady, 2011, 2014; Clarke 
et al., 2007; Li, 2007a). This point is, of course, linked to the above point about agency; for, situated 
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actors act in response to their (often tacit) understanding of the situations in which they find 
themselves (Collier, 2009; Newman & Clarke, 2009). The circumstances that actors orient to might 
be highly localised (e.g. a specific government organisation and its immediate sphere of operation) 
or they might be broader conjunctures comprised of various forces, institutions, discourses and 
processes. Regardless of scale, the notions of problematisation and assemblage highlight that there is 
always a degree of historical and geographic contingency and specificity to how governing takes 
place and the relationship between thought and power therein.  
Adopting the notions of problematisation and assemblage, and highlighting the affordances that they 
offer, enables me to acknowledge and respond to some important criticisms of the governmentality 
literature (many of which come from scholars working with or within that literature). Firstly, these 
concepts enable me to acknowledge and avoid the criticism that there is a tendency in the 
governmentality literature to treat forms of power or governmentality in a totalising way. Critics of 
the governmentality literature note that advanced liberal or neo-liberal governmentality is invoked to 
explain a diverse range of often very specific governmental reforms or practices, thus construing it 
as a monolithic and omnipresent force (Brady, 2011, 2014; Clarke, 2004; Collier, 2009; Rose et al., 
2006). The notions of problematisation and assemblage offer a way around this problematic tendency. 
Problematisation highlights the way that advanced liberal, consumerist and other styles of reasoning 
about the objectives and practices of governing are taken up and interpreted differently by different 
actors in response to the specific circumstances that confront them (Collier, 2009, 2011; Rabinow, 
2003). Furthermore, the notion of assemblage points to the way in which, through these reflective 
practices, advanced liberal ways of exercising power are articulated with greater or less degrees of 
coherence with other forms, such as social government or sovereign power, which we might 
otherwise assume that they were incompatible with (Brady, 2014; Li, 2014).  
Secondly, the notions of problematisation and assemblage help me to acknowledge and respond to 
the criticism of a tendency in governmentality studies to, as Clarke (2004, pp. 114-115) puts it, 
conflate governing strategies and objectives with their outcomes (for other examples of such 
criticisms see Clarke et al., 2007; Li, 2007a, 2007b; McKee, 2009). This problem arises when studies 
analysing particular governmental strategies and programmes make claims about the effects of these 
programmes, such as claims about the kinds of subjects that they constitute. As I discuss below, this 
tendency is closely linked to the preference of many governmentality scholars to analyse official 
texts—reports, policies and plans from both contemporary and archival sources— rather than the 
practices and interactions that comprise their enactment (Brady, 2011, 2014; McKee, 2009). The 
notions of problematisation and assemblage offer a way to avoid this slippage between governing 
strategies/programmes and their effects. For, they capture the complex processes that occur when 
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programmes encounter and become intertwined with the people and process that they target; where 
the definition of ‘problems’ becomes the object of organisational or broader political negotiation, 
struggle, and compromise; and where seemingly incompatible principles and techniques—from those 
that programme autonomy to those that threaten force—are assemblage together to respond these 
complex circumstances (Brady, 2011; Li, 2007a, 2007b, 2014).  
Studying the thought-power nexus ethnographically 
In light of these theoretical considerations, I will now describe how I designed and carried out the 
research presented in this thesis. The study was guided by a broadly ethnographic approach. That is, 
I investigated how customer focus strategies emerged, developed and played out in the context of 
urban governance by immersing myself in a particular social/institutional setting and field of 
governmental action where such strategies were being taken up. My decision to adopt an ethnographic 
approach is directly related to the theoretical stance that I have just outlined. This stance holds that 
governing occurs in particular times and places, through the kinds of situated practices and processes 
that are captured by the notions of problematisation and assemblage. As I explain in this section of 
the chapter, it is thus precisely the situated nature of ethnography, along with its openness to 
complexity, multiplicity and the unexpected that make it an appropriate choice for this thesis.  
Given that Foucauldian research in general, and governmentality studies in particular, is often 
associated with the use of genealogical methods and archival data sources, it may seem unusual to 
combine the governmentality approach with ethnography. However, a significant number of studies 
that adopt a governmentality perspective also employ ethnographic methods either alongside or 
instead of these more traditional Foucauldian methods (see, inter alia, Brady, 2011; Brady & Lippert, 
2016; Cheshire, 2006; Collier, 2011; Li, 2007a, 2007b; Lippert, 2014; McDonald & Marston, 2005; 
McKee, 2009, 2011; Stenson, 2005, 2008). As Brady (2016) explains, the way that ethnography is 
taken up by governmentality scholars differs somewhat from how it is usually deployed in the social 
sciences. Ethnography is typically understood as a holistic methodology that centres on the 
production of a nuanced or ‘thick’ description of a particular culture or ‘ethnos’ through methods 
such as participant observation and prolonged immersion in a given field site (Delamont, 2004; 
Walsh, 2004). In the studies where ethnography is used to study governmentalities it is not so much 
this holistic methodology that is taken up but rather what Brady (2016) terms an ‘ethnographic 
imaginary’. This refers to an orientation to the situated nature of governing processes and practices. 
As Brady (2016, p. 4) herself puts it, ‘… this imaginary involves reflecting upon the particular 
geographic and temporal contexts within which practices or technologies of government unfold. It 
entails a sensitivity to concrete practices within a milieu’.  
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Now, adopting an ethnographic imaginary does not mean that governmentality scholars will 
necessarily employ all, or perhaps any, of the fieldwork methods usually associated with ethnography, 
such as participant observation and long-term immersion (Brady, 2016; Collier, 2013). For example, 
it may be possible to grasp the situated process and practices that governing entails through the 
analysis of ‘lower level’ texts, such as minutes from meetings or diaries recounting the experiences 
of specific actors (for an example, see Akinwumi & Blomley, 2016). However, as I explain in more 
detail when I describe my data collection methods below, I did in fact employ fieldwork methods in 
this research, as do many others studying governing processes ethnographically (e.g. Cheshire, 2006; 
McKee, 2011). I therefore want to note what specifically is gained by incorporating fieldwork in 
studies which are informed by a governmentality approach, such as my own. As Collier (2011, 2013) 
explains, fieldwork methods are particularly apt for alerting the researcher to the unexpected ways in 
which the problems or processes that they are interested in play out in a specific context. This derives 
from the embodied/phenomenological presence that fieldwork entails; a presence which exposes the 
researcher to ‘the specificity of a certain place’, ‘the weight of its problems’ and ‘the density and 
polyvalence of the experiences that one finds in it’ (Collier, 2011, p. 33). Thus, fieldwork may 
uncover new research problems or inflect existing ones in ways the researcher would not have realised 
possible if they had only examined official discourses and the texts in which they circulate (Brady, 
2016; Collier, 2013). 
This attitude to the use of fieldwork and ethnography more broadly in governmentality research is 
consistent with the unique epistemological position adopted by Foucault, which is also the 
epistemological position that I adopt in this thesis. As O’Malley and Valverde (2014: 331) explain, 
Foucault eschewed historical and sociological realism in favour of a ‘tactical’ epistemology that was 
aimed first and foremost at unsettling or disrupting received ways of thinking about a specific problem 
or phenomena (e.g. the idea that penalty had become more lenient and progressive in modernity 
[Foucault 1995]). This tactical epistemology entails starting with a particular historical and 
geographical setting in a manner analogous to Collier’s (2013) description of fieldwork above, and 
then building up one’s methodological procedures and analytical tools in relation to the problems that 
emerge and the assumptions that underpin the representation of those problems.  
It worth highlighting that the adoption of an ethnographic methodology in some governmentality 
studies is at least in part a response to the limitations of the governmentality literature that I discussed 
in the previous section. Indeed, those scholars from within the field of governmentality studies who 
advance these criticisms argue that the limitations they identify are not a necessary feature of the 
governmentality approach (Brady, 2011, 2014; Li, 2007b; McKee, 2009). Instead, they argue that 
these limitations are at least partly the product of an over reliance on analysing ‘official’ texts in the 
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governmentality literature. These texts may be government documents; they may be the consultancy 
reports, programmes evaluations and the like that are produced by experts and agencies operating in 
partnership with the state; or they may be the archival sources produced by political authorities, 
thinkers and philanthropists of the past. As Li (2007b, p. 28) argues, although official texts comprise 
important data sources for understanding governing processes, if the limitations discussed above are 
to be avoided, official texts must be studied as immanent features of a much more complex 
process/assemblage, wherein they ‘encounter—and produce—a witches’ brew of processes, 
practices, and struggles that exceed their scope’.  
Although governmentality scholars, such as Li (2007b), emphasise the importance of studying 
governmental texts in the context of the practices that they help govern, they do not provide much in 
the way of analytical/methodological tools for doing this. For this reason, along with the ethnographic 
governmentality literature, I also draw upon the techniques for studying textually-mediated practices 
associated with the ‘institutional ethnography’ approach developed by Smith (2005). As 
Teghtsoonian (2016) argues, there are a number of similarities and compatibilities between 
institutional ethnography and the approach advocated in governmentality studies. These include a 
shared focus on ‘the analysis of linkages between everyday practices and the ruling/governing 
programs and strategies that aspire to shape these’, and on ‘the operation and effects of 
discourse/discursive practices – particularly texts – in their accounts of how these linkages are forged’ 
(Teghtsoonian, 2016, p. 330). I agree with Teghtsoonian about these points of overlap. However, I 
found that institutional ethnography provided me a greater array of tools for examining precisely how 
textually-mediated discourses shape situated practices, and vice-versa, than I was able to find in the 
governmentality literature, ethnographic or otherwise. This is because institutional ethnography 
focuses specifically on the role of situated actors in mobilising or ‘activating’ policy and other texts.  
For Smith (2005), a text is anything that reifies discourse in a stable and transferable form, and thus 
refers to anything from policy documents, to posters and flyers, to computer based administrative 
systems. Smith (2005) recommends studying texts, not in isolation, but in terms of what she calls 
‘text-reader conversations’ in which people interact with texts in ways that implicate those texts in 
the production of their actions. In doing this, Smith (2005) argues we are able to take account of how 
texts, and the discursive elements that they contain, are ‘activated’ by situated actors vis-à-vis certain 
situations. Focusing on the role of texts in this way allows for a much more relational and dynamic 
understanding of the relationship between the agency of situated actors and the discourses and styles 
of reasoning that inform and shape their actions. As Smith (2001, p. 183) explains, in text-reader 
conversations, ‘[t]he text isn't read prescriptively. Rather, the reader's work is to find what could be 
done that is recognizable as an instance of its categories’. Thus, I pay close attention to text-reader 
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conversations when analysing how customer focus discourse was taken up to reform the compliance 
practices of the city council that I studied.  
Drawing on both ethnographic governmentality studies and institutional ethnography approaches 
enabled me to conduct a detailed analysis of how customer focus discourse/thinking was mobilised 
to problematise and reconfigure how compliance objectives are pursued in the urban governance 
context. As I explained in the previous two chapters, numerous studies have highlighted the tensions 
that exist between customer focus and the compliance objectives and practices of many public 
services, both at the level of official discourse and the practices and experiences of people ‘on the 
ground’. Using the methodological approach outlined in this chapter, I have been able to work 
between these two poles (official texts and actors’ practices and experiences) by engaging with 
situated actors operating within a particular urban governance institution. This has enabled me to 
examine how the city government that I studied came to see itself as having a problem with customer 
focus and how it went about responding to this problem in manner that, at least in its own view, did 
not entail abandoning or compromising its compliance objectives. Moreover, it enabled me to take 
account of the variety of styles of thinking, strategies for configuring relationships and techniques for 
exercising power that were assembled in this process.  
The emphasis I place on situated practices and the mobilisation of NPM/customer focus discourse 
within a particular set of conditions (i.e. compliance services delivered in the urban governance 
context) raises questions about the ‘generalisability’ of the findings of this research. The focus on 
particular people, contexts and practices in ethnographic and case study research often invites 
questions about what the findings of such studies can tell us about broader social processes and 
phenomena that extend beyond their particular field site or context (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Spencer, 2007). 
Indeed, such questions have been posed of governmentality studies that employ ethnographic 
methods by scholars informed by structuralist political-economic approaches in recent debates about 
how to approach the study of neo-liberalism (e.g. see Peck, 2013; Wacquant, 2012). These scholars 
questions whether ethnographic governmentality studies, with their focus on the variable and 
contingent ways that neo-liberal governing practices play out in different contexts, may obscure 
macro-structural processes that produce broader patterns of ‘neo-liberalisation’ that transcend social, 
geographic and political boundaries (e.g. the processes promoting interurban competition discussed 
in Chapter Two).  
Similar questions could be posed of this study of how customer focus discourse is reconfiguring the 
compliance practices of a particular city council. What can its findings tell us about broader patterns 
in public services reform or changes in urban governance and their relationship to the spread of NPM 
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discourse or advanced liberal practices for governing subjects as consumers? Firstly, an ethnographic 
study such as this can achieve general significance by making negative claims, that is, by showing 
how positive assertions or assumptions made by previous studies about some phenomenon of an 
apparently general nature are overinflated. Ethnographic governmentality studies often make such 
claims in relation to neo-liberalism by using their ethnographic data to show how neo-liberal practices 
are enacted in particular contexts in ways that contradict the expectations of generalising theoretical 
narratives (Brady, 2016; Collier, 2011, 2012). Thus, the findings of this study have general 
significance to the extent that they show how processes assumed to be general in nature—such as the 
tensions produced by the adoption of NPM versions of customer focus in compliance-oriented 
services—do not play out as expected.  
Secondly, this study has general significance in a more positive sense as well. As we saw in Chapter 
Two, customer focus discourse is pervasive in the contemporary public sector, and it has therefore 
been taken up in a variety of public services that share features with, or that operate in conditions 
similar to, the city council that I studied. As Smith and Pangsapa (2007, p. 402) argue, ethnography 
provides unique insight into precisely what conditions shape the social processes and phenomena 
observed. This makes it possible to generalise from these findings, at least tentatively, to other 
contexts where similar conditions can reasonably assumed to prevail or are observed to prevail in 
other studies. Thus, insofar as the findings of this thesis provide insight into the possibilities and 
limits of integrating customer focus with compliance practices in the context of urban governance, 
they may be tentatively generalised to other urban governance contexts or to other services that have 
compliance functions. I will now describe and justify my choice of field site. 
Study site 
As mentioned previously, the fieldwork site for the research presented in this thesis was an Australian 
city council, which I herein refer to simply as ‘Council’. The city that Council administers is relatively 
large by Australian standards with a population of over a million people. The city has grown rapidly 
over the last 30 years, with its population doubling between 1986 and 2015. Geographically, the city 
is typical of Australian cities, in that it has high and increasing density in the inner city, with a lower 
density inner ring and sprawling outer ring (Randolf & Tice, 2017). It is also like other Australian 
cities in that most of its economic activity is concentrated in and around the CBD in knowledge-
intensive industries or command centres for the state’s agricultural, energy and mining sectors (Kelly  
& Donegan, 2014). The surrounding neighbourhoods tend to be leafy residential areas, with pockets 
of concentrated disadvantage existing in a number of outer suburbs, where there are few employment 
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opportunities, long commute times to the city centre and often place-based stigma based on the 
concentration of migrant or Indigenous communities (Randolf & Tice, 2017). 
Council itself is a large local government (again by Australian standards), with over 7000 employees 
and an operating budget of around two billion dollars. The majority of my fieldwork was conducted 
with Council’s compliance branch, who, along with the local police, is one of the primary agencies 
responsible regulating the everyday conduct of the city’s growing population. My decision to conduct 
fieldwork with Council was made on the basis of both strategic and pragmatic considerations. On the 
one hand, Council made sense as a field site for strategic reasons. When making my decision about a 
field site, I employed the logic of purposive sampling, where ‘a case is selected because it illustrates 
some feature of process in which we are interested’ (Silverman, 2014, p. 60). When I began my 
fieldwork, Council’s compliance branch was in the middle of rolling out a programme aimed at 
developing a ‘customer focused culture’ amongst its staff, including staff in the compliance area. This 
made it an ideal site in which to investigate how customer focus is integrated with compliance 
objectives and practices in the context of urban governance. On the other hand, Council made sense 
as a field site for practical reasons. I had previously engaged with Council’s compliance branch when 
working as a research assistant on a research project into neighbour disputes and complaints. This 
meant that I had a prior knowledge of the kinds of compliance activities that Council undertakes 
which helped me to evaluate its appropriateness as a study site. It also meant that I was already known 
to some senior staff in the compliance branch and could therefore draw on these existing connections 
when negotiating access for the research presented in this thesis.  
When looking to gain access to the field, I consulted with staff working in the compliance branch 
with whom I already had a working relationship, as well as with my local councillor, about what they 
thought was the best way for me to propose my research to Council and gain access to the compliance 
branch. Upon their advice, I wrote to the CEO of Council who forwarded my request to the division 
of Council in which the compliance branch is embedded. I then met with staff from the divisional 
manager’s officers and representatives from the compliance branch to explain the proposed research 
to them, including its aims and the nature of the research activities that I wished to undertake. 
Permission was granted to conduct the study, provided that the terms of the research relationship were 
formalised in a legal agreement, which I discuss in the ethics section below. I was then assigned a 
primary contact person within the compliance branch who facilitated my engagement with the 
branch’s different work areas.  
The compliance branch divides its regulatory activities into two broad areas, which it classifies as 
dealing with urban ‘safety’ and ‘standards’, respectively. The ‘safety’ area is concerned with the 
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investigation and enforcement of a range of issues, including animal management issues, such as 
barking or wandering dogs that disturb residents or pose a safety threat (i.e. dog attacks). It also 
includes visual amenity issues, such as overgrown yards, garbage bins left out after collection day 
and the accumulation of ‘unsightly’ objects on residential properties (car bodies, etc.).  It is also 
responsible for parking issues, which range from parking in residential streets that causes a nuisance 
to residents (e.g. people parking too close to or across other resident’s drive ways), to parking in the 
CBD or other busy consumption centres that disrupts the circulation of commuters and consumers 
(e.g. people overstaying in time restricted parking areas). Lastly, it regulates litter compliance, 
primarily the incorrect disposal of cigarette butts, particularly in the CBD and the city’s entertainment 
precinct where there are high volumes of pedestrian traffic. 
The ‘standards’ area focuses on securing and maintaining regulatory standards in the city through 
practices such as licencing, permits and approvals, as well as inspection and audit. The issues it deals 
with include building and development compliance, such as reviewing development application and 
responding to complaints about ‘unsafe’ structures in the suburbs. It also includes environmental 
regulation and management of the city’s ‘natural assets’, such as mitigating pollution from local 
industry and investigating interference with protected vegetation. The standards area also involves 
the regulation of public health, which includes auditing food premises and ‘personal appearance 
premises’, such as tattoo parlours. Lastly, the standards area contains a temporary ‘taskforce’ that 
aims to tackle graffiti across the city.  
The bulk of my fieldwork with Council’s compliance branch, and all of the participant observation, 
was carried out with the safety area. The choice to focus on one of these two areas was primarily 
about managing the size and scope of the study, as I was concerned that engaging with both would 
compromise my ability to analyse local practices and processes at the level of detail that I believed 
was required to answer my research questions. I chose to work with the safety area, rather than 
standards, as the safety area undertakes more of the frontline compliance work with local 
residents/citizens who live in the city and who are construed as the primary beneficiary of Council’s 
new customer focused approach to compliance. The standards area, as just noted, is more concerned 
with maintaining the ‘standard’ of the city’s infrastructure, its built environment, its economic 
processes and practices, and its ‘natural assets’. Although this still entails engagement with 
‘customers’—e.g. local and big businesses, such as restaurants and developers—there is less direct 
engagement with the public that there is in the safety area of the branch. It should be noted, however, 
that my focus on the safety area was not exclusive, for my discussions with staff in more general 
managerial, strategic and policy roles tended to concern that development and effect of customer 
focus in the branch as a whole—i.e. in both safety and standards areas. Indeed, customer focus 
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inspired identification of, and reflection upon, ‘problems’ that confronted the branch as a whole and 
its general goal of optimising compliance across the city.  
Given that the compliance branch is embedded within Council, it was important that my fieldwork 
also took account of this broader institutional context. I therefore extended my fieldwork beyond the 
compliance branch and investigated how the processes and practices that I observed were coordinated 
with/by initiatives and processes originating in other parts of the organisation, in line with the 
suggestions of Institutional Ethnography (Smith 2005). I soon discovered that the compliance 
branch’s customer focus programme was linked to a broader agenda with Council to shift its 
organisational culture from a ‘product orientation’ to a ‘customer orientation’ that had been underway 
since the late 1990s. In the early 2000s, Council established a specialised team within its customer 
service branch dedicated to promoting and programming customer focus throughout the organisation. 
The ‘customer focus team’ is responsible for developing customer focus policies for Council as a 
whole, and it also works closely with individual Council branches on specific customer focus projects. 
Hence, the team played an important role in the development of the compliance branch’s customer 
focus programme and policies. The research also extended to include the political arm of Council, as 
my fieldwork revealed that certain local politicians responsible for the compliance branch had played 
a key role in driving its customer focus reforms, which I will discuss in more detail below when I 
describe my study participants.   
Data collection methods and study participants 
Like most ethnographies, I employed a variety of data collection methods and sought out a variety of 
study participants with different positions and perspectives in relations to my research problem. 
Firstly, I conducted interviews with staff from within the compliance branch and from other areas of 
Council. The general aim of the interviews was to get a sense of the rationale/s for pursuing customer 
focus in the compliance branch; how the branch’s customer focus policies were developed and rolled 
out; and to take account of any perspectives/voices critical of the programme. In particular, I was 
interested to see how people attempted to reconcile customer focus with the branch’s compliance 
objectives and enforcement practices, with its multiple and complex relationships with members of 
the public.  
I conducted 22 interviews with a total of 20 different participants. As with my choice of study site, I 
selected interview participants using a purposive strategy (Silverman, 2014) that was based upon their 
role and my expectations about the kinds of perspectives—or what Institutional Ethnographers call 
‘work knowledges’—that people in different roles might hold. Work knowledge, according to Smith 
(2005, p. 229), ‘refers simply to what people know of and in their work and how it is coordinated 
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with the work of others’. The interviews ranged in length from around 15 minutes to over an hour, 
with most lasting around 45-50 minutes. Rather than employ a standardised interview guide, I tailored 
the questions asked of each participant to the kinds of information that I hoped to gain from them, 
based on the kinds of work knowledge that I expected them to possess. However, I was also careful 
to allow unexpected themes and work knoweldges to emerge in the interviews. I therefore employed 
the techniques of the ‘active interview’ (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). This involved asking questions 
in a way that foreshadowed the kinds of themes that I was interested in—such as the rationale for 
adopting customer focus policies in a compliance service—and then facilitating participants to 
elaborate on, or reformulate, these themes in ways that were meaningful to them.  
Most interviews were conducted on site at Council offices, usually in a meeting room or a 
participant’s office, except for one that was conducted at a nearby café. Most interviews were 
organised through face-to-face interactions, some of which were facilitated by managerial staff at my 
request. Others were organised through email correspondence. All interviews were digitally recorded 
(with participants’ consent) and transcribed by a professional transcription agency. Table 1 
summaries the people selected for interviews. 
 
Table 1. Summary of Interviewees 
Participants Number of interviews 
Managers  5 
Team leaders and supervisors 11 
Customer focus team 2 
Councillors 1 
Policy officers 2 
Disputes commissioner  1 
Total 22 
 
The majority of the interviewees were sourced from within the compliance branch. This included 
members of the branch management team, some of whom had been particularly active in driving 
customer focus in the branch. The compliance branch manager and the safety area manager were both 
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interviewed twice, once close to the beginning of the fieldwork and once towards the end. From 
within the safety area, I interviewed 11 staff in either team leader or supervisory positions. Given that 
these staff coordinate and directly oversee interactions between frontline staff and members of the 
public, they played an important role in translating the branch’s customer focus commitments into 
practical directives and evaluations of frontline compliance work. I also twice interviewed a policy 
officer who oversees the development and implementation of operational policies and the adoption 
of new legislation in the safety area.  
From other areas of Council, I selected people to interview who I learned had played a role in the 
development and coordination of the compliance branch’s customer focus policies, even though they 
are not part of the branch themselves. This included one of the local politicians involved in the 
compliance branch (in a ministerial-type fashion) and who was able to provide important information 
on the reasoning and circumstances behind its customer focus reforms. I also interviewed two 
members of the customer focus team who had worked with the compliance branch on the 
development of its customer focus policies. These participants provided important insights on 
precisely what principles/discursive resources were supplied to the compliance branch in order 
facilitate them to critically reflect upon their compliance work in a customer focused way. They also 
provided important insights into the tensions that arose between these principles and staff from the 
compliance branch’s perspectives on, or experiences of, their compliance work, and how they were 
managed. They also provided information on the broader discursive context regarding customer focus 
in Council and helped me to identify the key policy texts that they used to drive and coordinate 
customer focus throughout the organisation.  
Along with the interviews I conducted, I also collected and analysed a range of texts produced by 
Council. These included Council-wide customer focus policies developed by the customer focus 
team; the specific customer focus policies developed by/for the compliance branch; publicly available 
Council corporate documents, such as the annual reports and budgetary and planning documents 
pertaining to the period of my fieldwork; the local and state legislation that the compliance branch 
enforces; standard operating procedures from the compliance branch; and an array of case files 
relating to compliance issues that I attended while conducting participant observation. As noted 
above, I approached these texts neither as transparent representations of social/organisational realities 
nor as mere vehicles for broader discourses or political rationalities. Rather, I analysed them in terms 
of the text-reader conversations in which they were activated and in terms of the institutional 
processes that they were designed to coordinate (Smith, 2005).  
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Finally, I collected a significant amount of data on the day-to-day practices of the compliance branch 
through participant observation with frontline compliance officers and back office staff with 
operational or strategic/coordination roles (staff in the schedule and dispatch area or in the customer 
correspondence team). The participant observation provided me with an understanding of how the 
compliance branch’s customer focus policies were interpreted, taken account of and enacted (or not) 
by those staff who had direct contact with members of the public or who coordinated these 
interactions. It also allowed me to gain some familiarity with the kind of ‘background knowledge’ 
(Pollner & Emerson, 2007) that compliance staff have regarding the rhythms, routines, vagaries and 
challenges of day-to-day compliance work. This background knowledge proved invaluable, both for 
understanding the challenges and tensions involved in pursuing customer focus in the compliance 
context and also for providing me with a basis for eliciting and interpreting the work knowledges of 
supervisory or managerial participants in interviews.  
Most of my participant observation involved shadowing particular individuals as they went about 
their work, reflecting the individualised nature of much of the work that the compliance branch does. 
Given that many compliance staff are field based, I conducted ‘ride alongs’ with them as they as they 
either responded to nuisance complaints or proactively enforced issues like parking or litter. When 
shadowing back office staff, I would sit with them whilst they conducted their work or I would ask 
them to walk me through their usual activities. There were also a small number of occasions where 
observations were conducted in group settings, such as team meetings. In total, I conducted 
participant observation with staff from the compliance branch on around 25 separate occasions, with 
the length of the observations ranging from one or two hours to entire nine hour shifts.  
When conducting participant observations, I adopted the role of ‘observer-as-participant’ (Gold, 
1958; Walsh, 2004). Participants understood that I was observing them for research purposes and 
they facilitated my observations and answered my questions on this pretext. However, I did not 
directly participate in the activities that I observed, with the exception of one or two memorable 
occasions, such when a compliance officer from the animal management team asked me to help her 
to capture a flighty rooster that she intended to take to the pound. For the most part, however, the 
observations entailed long days walking around the city or driving from suburb to suburb with 
compliance officers, taking notes on the practices and interactions that I observed and on the often 
extensive conversations I had with them about their work.  
One final thing to note in regards to data collection methods is that conducting ethnographic fieldwork 
requires a high degree of reflexivity on the part of the researcher. Reflexivity is important in 
ethnography to ensure both the quality and rigor of the data collected, and to ensure that the researcher 
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is cognisant of the potential political implications of their knowledge claims (Hammersley & 
Atkinson, 2007; Lather, 2007; Spencer, 2007). In regards to quality and rigor, reflexive practice in 
ethnography entails the researcher reflecting upon how their social identity along with their status as 
an ‘outsider’ might influence the how participants act around them and what information participants 
chose to divulge (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). During my fieldwork, I was attentive to how my 
status as a researcher may have affected the data I generated. In particular, I was aware that some 
participants suspected that I was evaluating their knowledge and enactment of Council’s customer 
focus policies. There were several occasions during my observations, for example, where participants 
would make overt reference to the fact that they were being customer focused when interacting with 
customers. I was therefore careful to check and re-check my findings against multiple data sources to 
ensure that what I was reporting was a shared perspective or practice and not merely an idiosyncratic 
attempt on the part of participants to manage my impression of their work. I also made an effort to 
reiterating to participants throughout my fieldwork that my aim was to learn from them, not to 
evaluate them.  
The researcher role that I enacted in the field was also shaped by my social identity and how this 
related to the identities of my research participants, and the potential or actual power relationships 
that this generated (Berger, 2016). I was conscious of my class and occupational status, and the 
cultural capital I derived from my attachment to a higher education institution (Bourdieu 1986), vis-
à-vis that of my participants, particularly those who were working in unskilled roles which included 
most frontline staff. Frontline would sometimes make implicit reference to the differences in our 
educational or occupation status, for example by pointing out to me that they had also attended 
university but decided that it ‘wasn’t for them’ or by explaining that working for council was just a 
‘stop gap’ or that it had perks that other jobs did not in terms of job security and other conditions. To 
manage these dynamics, I actively foregrounded my student status and my ignorance and curiosity 
about the work of participants. This strategy was on the whole effective at putting participants at ease 
and helped me to build rapport with them. 
I was also keen to keep the potential political implications of my research in mind. This meant 
applying the Foucauldian principles about power and knowledge that guided my research to the 
research itself, and thus asking myself what kinds of power effects my findings might have (Lather, 
2007). With this in mind, I was careful to ensure that my interpretations of my data did not unwittingly 
reproduce narrow and one-dimensional stereotypes about (local) government as being incompetent 
or primarily concerned with ‘revenue raising’, or about particular staff, such as parking officers, as 
being petty and punitive bureaucrats. Instead, I endeavoured to capture and represent as accurately as 
possible the complexities and challenges faced by Council and its staff, such as the multiple and 
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conflicting pressures bearing on them which include shrinking budgets, growing populations and 
conflicting expectations from different segments of the urban public (Dollery, Marshall, & 
Worthington, 2003). At the same, I was also careful to maintain a critical perspective and to not over 
identify with my participants. Indeed, as the chapters that follow from this one will hopefully show, 
I have attempted to take a critical perspective on the processes and practices that I observed whilst 
taking account of the conditions that shaped and constrained those practices.  
Data analysis 
As is common in qualitative research, and particularly in ethnography, I began analysing my data 
whist still conducting my fieldwork and continued right through the process of writing up my findings 
(van den Hoonaard, 2015). This enabled me to use my primary findings to inform the later stages of 
my fieldwork, particularly decisions around who to interview (or who to interview for a second time) 
and what questions to raise in those interviews.  
I analysed the data collected through my fieldwork using a combination of what Mason (2002) calls 
‘cross sectional’ and ‘non-cross section’ or ‘holistic’ data analysis procedures. Cross-sectional 
analysis in qualitative research is basically a form of thematic analysis (Joffe & Yardley, 2004) in 
that it entails identifying themes that are either recurrent in the data set or which are particularly 
salient in relations to one’s research questions. I used this approach for the majority of my data 
analysis. Most of the themes generated in this way were identified inductively, however, I also coded 
a number themes on the basis that they corresponded in some way to the theoretical notions outlined 
in the first part of this chapter or to the findings or arguments advanced by the previous research 
outlined in Chapter Two. A variety of themes were identified through these procedures, and as the 
analysis progressed I refined these by breaking them into subthemes or combining them, and then 
eventually by interpreting them through the theoretical concepts or empirical findings just mentioned.  
Non-cross sectional or holistic data analysis entails ‘looking at discrete parts, cases or contexts within 
your data set, and documenting something about those parts specifically’ (Mason, 2002, p. 165). I 
employed this approach in order to examine—as a kind of case study—the process through which the 
customer focus policies of Council’s compliance branch originated and developed. This entailed 
piecing together various bits of information from across my different data sources to reconstruct this 
process in terms who did what when and for what reasons. As we shall see in the next chapter, this 
piece of analysis was particularly important for answering my first research question, which the reader 
will recall asked about the conditions and processes that lead to the adoption of customer focus in 
services with compliance functions, despite the prima facie tensions that exist between customer 
focus and compliance.  
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Ethical considerations 
As with all social research, a number of important ethical considerations arose as I carried out my 
study. Formal ethical clearance for the project was gained from the University of Queensland’s ethics 
review board. Furthermore, a number of ethical and legal provisions for the study were formalised in 
a Student Placement Agreement developed and signed off by UQ and Council’s legal departments. 
However, as is commonly argued in scholarly reflections on research ethics, ethical research requires 
continuous reflection on the part of the researcher in the specific circumstances, situations and 
relationships in which they become implicated (Gobo, 2008; Ryen, 2007; van den Hoonaard, 2015). 
As Ryen (2007) explains, to help guide themselves in conducting ethical research, social researchers 
conventionally engage three main areas of ethical consideration: informed consent, confidentiality 
and trust.  
For ethnographic research, particularly research with large organisations, informed consent is a 
process that involves engagement with numerous actors who occupy different positions in 
hierarchical relations of power, rather than a one-off transaction between the researcher and a 
participant (Ryen, 2007). It was therefore important that I not only reflected upon the power relations 
between myself and individual informants when seeking consent, but also between this person and 
the gatekeepers (e.g. managers, supervisors, parents, etc.) through which I gained access to them 
(Ryen, 2007). I therefore sought to ensure that everyone who participated directly in the study (in an 
interview or in a shadowing session) did so on an informed and voluntary basis.  
To ensure that participants were fully informed before providing consent, I outlined for them the 
rationale for the study, its aims and how data would be collected, analysed, reported upon and stored. 
This was done by providing participants with a two page written information sheet (see appendix A), 
offering to answer any questions that they might have and then requesting that they sign a consent 
form. In each case I emphasised that, despite the fact that approval for my research activities had been 
granted by their superiors, they were in no way obligated to participate in the study and that they were 
free to refuse or withdraw their participation without fear of adverse consequences. In one or two 
cases where people raised concerns about their ability to refuse to participate, I sought to assure them 
that their decision to participate would be kept confidential and not disclosed to their superiors. There 
were also some occasions where I conducted general observations of group activities, such as team 
meetings, lunch time or dinner conversations between large groups of staff or shift handover sessions. 
On these occasions it was not possible to gain the informed consent of each individual staff member 
present without causing an unreasonable disruption to the scenes that I was observing—and in many 
cases, I was permitted access to these scenes on the condition that I did not cause any such disruption. 
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This is a common occurrence in ethnography and does not in itself raise any substantive ethical 
problems, provided that care is taken not to record any personal or identifying information, or 
anything that could cause harm or embarrassment to individuals—which I was careful not to do 
(Gobo, 2008).  
When considering the issue of participant confidentiality in ethnographic research, it is important to 
distinguish between external and internal confidentiality (Tolich, 2004). External confidentiality 
involves the protection of sensitive information, or the identity of those to whom it relates, from 
outside audiences. This is relatively easy to ensure by the removal of any identifying information 
about participants, such as their name, from interview transcripts and field notes. In my study I 
replaced all participant names with pseudonyms in interview transcripts and field notes, and I redacted 
the names of customers and staff in all complaint case files collected whilst conducting participant 
observation. I have also taken the additional precaution of obscuring the name of Council and the city 
that it governs.  
Internal confidentiality is somewhat more difficult to guarantee, particularly when conducting 
ethnography in an organisational setting, as I did. Tolich (2004) defines internal confidentiality as the 
protection of sensitive information or participant identities from other people who belong to the same 
organisation or social group. Given the familiarity of staff with each other’s activities, and given the 
detailed examination of those activities that ethnography entails, absolute internal confidentiality 
cannot be guaranteed. Following Tolich’s (2004) suggestion, therefore, I made the risks regarding 
internal confidentiality explicit to participants both verbally and in the participant information sheet 
and I encouraged them not to share any information that they would be uncomfortable sharing with 
their colleagues. Please refer to the information sheet in appendix A to see how this was done.   
Finally, it is important for ethnographers to establish, maintain and respect relations of trust with the 
people that they encounter in the field (Ryen, 2007; van den Hoonaard, 2015). A key dimension of 
trust when conducting fieldwork is to inform participants as openly and honestly as possible of the 
study’s aims and what their participation will involve—something that was largely achieved in my 
study through the process of gaining informed consent. Similarly, trust entails respecting participants 
expectations around confidentiality and being careful not to cause harm to them by disclosing 
sensitive information gained in confidence to others in the field. Lastly, an ethnographer should be 
careful not betray participants trust that they will be represented fairly in research outputs (van den 
Hoonaard, 2015). Following van den Hoonaard’s (2015) advice, I sought to represent my research 
participants’ perspectives as honestly and completely as possible in the following chapters of this 
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thesis. Moreover I have endeavoured to give balanced representation to different perspectives and 
voices, particularly in regards to the usefulness and effects of customer focus. 
Conclusion 
The theoretical and methodological orientations described in this chapter provided me with a strong 
suite of tools for investigating the relationship between customer focus and compliance in the urban 
governance context. As I have described, I combine Foucauldian theoretical tools for studying the 
relationship between thought and power with an ethnographic methodology that orients my data 
collection and analysis to concrete practices occurring in a specific governmental context. The 
concepts of problematisation and assemblage are pivotal in enabling me to do this, for they allow me 
to pose the question of thought’s relationship to power at the level of situated practices. They do this 
by rending intelligible the practices through which situated actors critically reflect upon and 
selectively reconfigure existing modes of governing in relation to their social and historical contexts.  
As the reader will observe in the remainder of this thesis, the advantage of adopting these theoretical 
and methodological orientations is that they allow me to look beyond the tensions that exist between 
customer focus and compliance to explore the processes and practices through which they are 
assembled together and the tensions between them managed. They also allowed me to trace 
connections between my findings and broader processes, such as the influence of NPM or advanced 
liberal governmentality, without treating my findings as mere instances of these processes or as being 
fully explained by their relationship to them.  
I will now present the findings from my research into the adoption of customer focus in council’s 
compliance branch. The next chapter will explore the conditions and processes that led to the adoption 
of customer focus in this context, highlighting how it was contingent upon both the influence of NPM 
discourse and practical challenges arising from the pursuit of compliance in the urban governance 
context. Following this, Chapter’s Five and Six will address how customer focus was integrated with 
the government-public relationships and the compliance strategies that characterize urban 
governance, respectively. 
 
 
  
Chapter 4. Formulating the ‘problem’ of customer focus 
in urban governance: Discourse, problematisation and 
local social relations 
What conditions and processes lead a city council to attempt to reconfigure its urban governance 
practices in accordance with the principles of customer focus, given that these principles appear 
largely incompatible with its compliance objectives? One possible answer to this question is that 
governments and service providers feel compelled to conform to prominent reform discourses that 
circulate in their milieu. As noted in Chapter Two, the literature on public service reform attributes 
the spread of customer focus to the discourse of NPM and its powerful critiques of the bureaucratic 
administration of public services (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Clarke & Newman, 1997; du Gay, 
2000). In these critiques, public services are problematized on the basis that they are organised and 
delivered in ways that violate the principle of ‘consumer sovereignty’. That is, they are either 
critiqued for putting adherence to bureaucratic rules and other organisational concerns ahead of the 
needs of the public qua consumers; or on the basis that they presume to know how to meet consumers’ 
needs better than consumers themselves. Given this association between NPM discourse and 
customer focus, it is often presumed in the literature on public service reform that this discourse is 
the primary condition driving customer focus reforms in particular public service contexts (e.g. 
Clifford, 2012; Fellesson, 2011; Rosenthal & Peccei, 2007). 
In this chapter, I suggest that the answer to my first research question, which asks what leads public 
services with compliance functions to adopt a customer focus, is somewhat more complicated than 
supposed in the literature on public service reform. I argue that the development of customer focus 
policies is not only driven by the discourse of NPM, but also by circumstances that emerge from the 
pursuit of compliance objectives in the urban governance context; or, more precisely, by how NPM-
inspired customer focus discourse is used to problematise and respond to those circumstances. I 
demonstrate this by examining the conditions and processes underpinning the development of 
customer focus in Council’s compliance branch. In doing this, I employ the conception of 
problematisation and assemblage that I outlined in Chapter Three. The concept of problematisation 
is particularly important for my analysis in this chapter. As I noted in Chapter Three, the conception 
of problematisation that I adopt sees it, not as a function of discourse per se, but rather as a function 
of how discourse is taken up by situated actors to critically reflect upon existing governmental 
practices in relation to specific situations, circumstances or difficulties (Collier, 2009; Foucault, 2001, 
pp. 172-173; Rabinow, 2003).  
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Using this conception of problematisation, I show how customer focus developed as a contingent 
response to difficulties emerging from the pursuit of compliance in the urban governance context. I 
do this by highlighting three sets of conditions and processes that gave rise to customer focus in 
Council’s compliance branch. Firstly, I show how the NPM discourse, and the notion of consumer 
sovereignty that informs it, did indeed shape the discursive conditions that provided impetus to the 
compliance branch to pursue its customer focus reforms. However, unlike many previous studies, 
which tend to take the broad discursive conditions established by NPM as their point of departure, I 
provide a detailed analysis of how this influence actually unfolded at the level of situated practices. I 
do this by examining the textually-mediated practices through which Council branches—including 
the compliance branch—were prompted, encouraged and facilitated to incorporate customer focus in 
their problematising practices.  
Secondly, I demonstrate how the actors responsible for the compliance branch took up this discourse 
to reflect upon difficulties arising from the pursuit of compliance within the ‘problem space’ of urban 
governance (Lippert & Walby, 2014). Specifically, I show how customer focus discourse was used 
to problematise the large volume of complaints, appeals and other negative correspondence that 
Council receives from the public about its compliance activities by representing it as a product of 
poor customer focus amongst frontline compliance officers. Lastly, I show how what it meant to be 
customer focused in this context was reconfigured in response to resistance by frontline compliance 
officers to the problematisation of their practices in customer focus terms. I highlight how this process 
led to the customer focus policies being tailored even further to the circumstances and exigencies of 
compliance work, as the actors driving the reforms tried to accommodate the perspectives of 
compliance officers to secure their support. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the 
significance of these findings for our understanding of the relationship between customer focus and 
compliance.  
The role of discourse: Using texts to prompt problematisations 
Although I argue in this chapter that NPM discourse was not the only force influencing the 
development of customer focus in Council’s compliance branch, it is important to acknowledge that 
it did still play an important role in making these reforms possible. In this section of the chapter, I 
describe precisely how this influence unfolded at the level of situated practices. I do this by analysing 
how Council’s customer focus team inscribed and circulated elements of this discourse in a key policy 
text with the aim of shaping how actors at the branch-level identified, interpreted and responded to 
‘problems’ confronting their branches.  
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As explained in the methodology section of Chapter Three, in this thesis I analyse texts and the 
discourses that are inscribed in them by attending to what Smith (2005) calls ‘text-reader 
conversations’: the way in which situated actors implicate texts in the production and coordination of 
their own and others’ actions. The role of texts in these ‘conversations’ is to both authorise and to 
render accountable people’s actions in terms of certain categories, principles or prescriptions. 
Employing this approach, I show how the customer focus team attempted to bestow authority on the 
customer focus agenda and to render branch managers accountable for its advancement by enshrining 
NPM discourse in a text outlining the customer focus policies for the whole of Council. 
As noted in my description of my study site and research participants (also in Chapter Three), 
Council’s in-house customer focus team are the main authority within the organisation charged with 
developing and promoting its customer focus agenda. In 2011, the customer focus team launched the 
Customer Focus Vision 2016,1 a policy text that formalised Council’s customer focus ambitions for 
the following five years and established a set of principles that all Council branches would thenceforth 
be accountable to. The Vision declared that, by 2016, ‘Council will be a customer-focused 
organisation that is dedicated to customers: everyone, everywhere, every time’ (see Figure 2 below).  
Figure 2. Customer Focus Vision 2016 
 
As Bacchi (2009) argues, all policies construct a ‘problem’ that they propose to address, even when 
they do not articulate this problem explicitly. The ‘problem’ that the Vision implies is that Council is 
currently not dedicated to customers, at least not as comprehensively as is proposed by the slogan 
‘everyone, everywhere, every time’. In constructing this problem, the customer focus team were 
clearly influenced by the notion of consumer sovereignty and the problematisation of public service 
bureaucracy that is advanced in NPM discourse (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; du Gay, 2000). This 
is evident in how the Vision asserts that the customer label is universally applicable (‘everyone is a 
                                                 
1 For ease of expression, I will herein refer to this text simply as the Vision.  
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customer…’) and that serving customers ought to be at the heart of all of the diverse activities that 
Council employees are engaged in (‘council employees will consider the customer in all they do’). 
As such, the Vision implies that Council staff are not currently focused on meeting the self-defined 
needs and preferences of members of the public qua customers/consumers.  
This analysis of the Vision shows that NPM-style customer focus discourse was being circulated in 
Council around the time that the compliance branch decided to undertake its customer focus reforms. 
However, a number of other important processes and practices mediate between this discourse and 
the problematisation of compliance practices that lead to the development of customer focus in the 
compliance branch. The first thing to take account of is how the Vision was designed and mobilised 
by the customer focus team to drive the customer focus agenda throughout Council by establishing 
the terms for the ‘text-reader conversations’ that would occur between branch managers and the text.  
Firstly, the Vision was developed by the customer focus team to confer authority upon Council’s 
customer focus agenda. Before launching the Vision, the customer focus team sought the endorsement 
of Council’s senior management. As Smith (2005) argues, the authorisation of texts by authoritative 
actors means that those texts can then be used to authorise certain kinds of action within an 
organisation or institution. Hence, the endorsement of the Vision by senior management allowed the 
customer focus team to claim legitimacy for their attempts to drive customer focus throughout 
Council. This was important because, as one customer focus officer explained, customer focus was 
not always taken seriously by Council staff. 
I guess Customer Focus had a bit of—not reputation—a bit of, ‘Oh, it's all a bit of fluff’. So 
creating the Vision… and having a more focused approach has enabled us to stamp some of 
that out and just say, ‘You know what? We're not doing this because we think it's a nice thing 
to have, this is a vision that Council has endorsed’. (Christine, customer focus officer) 
Secondly, the authority that the Vision brought to the customer focus agenda also allowed the 
customer focus team to impose a degree of accountability on branch managers for its advancement. 
As stated above, Smith (2005) explains that an authorised text both authorises people to act in certain 
ways and renders their actions accountable to its prescriptions. As another member of the customer 
focus team explained, the Vision served to make customer focus a ‘formalised goal’ for managerial 
staff, thus making them accountable for its advancement in their work areas. 
Customer focus—it's a customer focus vision throughout the organisation and I know the 
managers… it's part of their… formalised goals that they have to try to drive customer focus 
through their division or their branch as well. The new branch manager of [the compliance 
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branch]… has been very passionate about customer focus and trying to get that right. I think 
he sees the value in it… [even though] compliance sometimes struggles with seeing how it 
relates to them. (Zach, customer focus officer) 
Thirdly, the idea expressed in this last quote that the compliance branch manager ‘sees the value’ in 
customer focus reflects another important aim of the Vision: to raise awareness among managers 
about how customer focus might be used to improve their specific areas. As governmentality scholars 
such as Rose (1996, 1999) argue, a key function of discourses like customer focus is to condition 
subjects to experience certain aspects of themselves or their environments as problematic. However, 
when we examine problematisation at the level of situated practices, we see that this is not something 
that discourse accomplishes alone. Rather, it is something that is made possible by how 
experts/authorities, like the customer focus team, mobilise certain discourses, enshrine them in texts 
and then use these texts to prompt and coordinate the problematising practices of others. Hence the 
Vision was intended to shape the subjectivity of managers, and Council staff more generally, so that 
customer focus became a framework through which they identified and responded to problematic 
situations. As Christine from the customer focus team explained, the Vision had been successful in 
doing this to extent that managers were now actively seeking out her team’s assistance. 
I feel as if a lot more work areas are actually knocking on our door now rather than us 
knocking on their door. It, to me, indicates that people have a bit of an awareness that, ‘You 
know what? I need some customer focus assistance’. (Christine, customer focus team) 
As this quote indicates, the customer focus team interpreted the fact that branch managers were now 
actively seeking out their assistance as a sign of progress for Council’s customer focus agenda. This 
highlights the active role imagined for branch managers in the identification of customer focus 
‘problems’ and the way that the Vision was intended to prompt them to do this. 
The flip side of the observation that the Vision was used to prompt branch managers to problematise 
aspects of their work in customer focus terms is that the customer focus team did not themselves 
identify problems, nor did they prescribe any substantive reforms. Rather, their customer focus 
agenda required branch managers and others working closer to the frontlines to identify ‘problems’ 
to which customer focus thinking could be mobilised to reflect upon and process. This is apparent in 
how staff from the customer focus team approached their engagement with specific Council branches. 
This was explained to me by Zach, a customer focus officer who worked closely with the compliance 
branch to develop its customer focus policies. Zach described his team’s approach using the same 
customer focus discourse that they promoted through the Vision. That is, he claimed that his team 
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tried to avoid assuming that they know what branch managers’ needs are and instead tried to treat 
managers like sovereign consumers by tailoring interventions to the managers’ self-defined needs. 
One of our principles, I suppose you could say our customer focus, would be [that] we need 
to be able to understand our customers in order to provide something that’s going to be of 
benefit to them. I think there's a Simpson’s episode or something where Homer designs this 
wiz bang car that’s great for him but no one else wants it. If [the customer focus team] goes 
and designs something that we think, ‘Oh, this is fantastic. Everybody’s going to love this,’ 
but then the customer’s going, ‘This is crap. I can't use it,’ or ‘It's not functional,’ or, ‘It 
doesn’t actually suit my needs,’ then, you know… Then we've wasted our time and their time. 
(Zach, customer focus officer; emphasis added) 
What this indicates is that, although the customer focus team mobilised NPM discourse to promote 
customer focus, they did not derive and impose a ready-made conception of the problem/s that 
customer focus should be used to address from this discourse. Rather they relied on actors closer to 
the ground to internalise this discourse and deploy it to formulate and respond to difficulties and 
circumstances that are meaningful to them. This is an important finding, as it provides further insight 
into why studies of customer focus in particular service contexts consistently find that it diverges 
from the ideals and prescriptions contained in the discourse of NPM (e.g. Clifford, 2012; Fellesson, 
2011; Rosenthal & Peccei, 2007). That is, rather than suggesting that these divergences are 
necessarily the product of compromises or failures in the implementation of customer focus policies, 
as previous studies have found, we can see that they reflect the way that customer focus discourse is 
deployed to enable public services to respond to ‘problems’ that are meaningful to them. In the next 
section of the chapter, I demonstrate how, in the urban governance context, customer focus is taken 
up to respond to compliance problems.  
Mobilizing customer focus to respond to compliance ‘problems’ 
In this section of the chapter, I demonstrate that the development of customer focus in Council’s 
compliance branch was more than an effort to conform to the customer focus agenda being advanced 
by the customer focus team that I described in the previous section. Rather, two key actors with 
authority over the compliance branch (who I will introduce in a moment) strategically mobilised 
customer focus discourse to problematise difficulties that they faced in coordinating Council’s 
compliance work. Namely, they used customer focus to problematise the large amount of negative 
correspondence that Council received from the public about its compliance activities. This 
correspondence concerns a variety of issues, including fines perceived to have been issued 
incorrectly/unfairly, complaints about insufficient regulatory attention being paid to a reported urban 
74 
 
nuisance and complaints about officer conduct. The fact that they applied customer focus to 
problematise circumstances relating to compliance is significant given the tensions that are often 
observed or assumed to exist between the customer focus policies and compliance practices of public 
services (Alford, 2002). For, as I show here, this means that compliance objectives and practices 
shape the very problem that customer focus is deployed to address. 
As I will explain in a moment, with the help of the customer focus team, Council’s compliance branch 
came to represent the correspondence issue as a problem of ‘reducing avoidable contacts’ whose 
‘solution’ was to improve customer focus amongst frontline compliance officers. However, in order 
to understand how this occurred, we must first examine how the correspondence issue was reflected 
upon by the two authorities responsible for the compliance branch mentioned above. The prospect of 
using customer focus as a response to the correspondence issue was first raised by a local politician, 
Councillor Watkins, who chaired the committee that oversaw Council’s compliance activities. The 
fact that much of the correspondence from the public came through the offices of local councillors or 
the Lord Mayor posed a political problem for Cr Watkins, as it meant that a branch that she was 
responsible for was developing a poor reputation amongst her colleagues.  
It’s just some branches have a worse name with councillors than others. You start hearing 
from your colleagues ‘Oh I never have anything but bloody trouble from this person in 
[compliance] or, you know, ‘I don’t get what I want out of this level of… the compliance 
officer management’. And it was just kind of that rolling—and me saying that ‘well, I don’t 
want my branches being the ones that people are picking on, let’s find out what the problem 
is.’ (Cr Watkins) 
The literature on urban governance indicates that this kind of negative correspondence is not unusual. 
As Valverde (2012) shows, middle-class, highly-educated citizens in particular understand that 
complaining to local representatives is a way of overriding the city bureaucracy when they are 
unhappy with its handling of a compliance problem. Consistent with this, Cr Watkins claimed that 
mitigating the number of disgruntled customers complaining to local councillors is a core part of 
compliance officers’ work. 
One of the most important clients for the compliance officers is the councillors… because 
they’re the ones that are getting…stick from the residents and they’re the ones that are 
[getting] call[ed] up and getting the complaints; [and] they’re the ones that are [on] the front 
lines if it’s a big issue. (Cr Watkins) 
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What this shows is that managing negative correspondence is seen as a routine problem for authorities 
seeking to secure compliance within the ‘problem space’ of urban governance. As, I show below, Cr 
Watkins and her counterpart in the compliance branch management team saw customer focus as a 
way of problematising this routine feature of urban governance in ways that rendered it amenable to 
novel kinds of interventions. I will return to this point below. 
The second key actor behind the compliance branch’s customer focus reforms was Simon, a member 
of the compliance branch management team. Simon viewed the correspondence issue from a different 
perspective to Cr Watkins, in that he was more concerned with its managerial implications than with 
its political ones. He explained that processing negative correspondence is time consuming and chews 
up scarce budgetary resources that could be better used for responding to nuisance problems in the 
community. Moreover, he explained that other important circumstances emerging within the problem 
space of urban governance meant that the demand for regulatory services was expected to rise, thus 
placing the branch under increasing pressure to use its scarce budgetary resources more efficiently. 
These circumstances included changes to the urban milieu related to population growth and 
densification; changes which in turn are seen as reshaping everyday ways of living in the city. 
[The city] is growing in terms of its population, it’s growing in terms of its population density, 
it’s social fabric around people resolving issues in the local community over the backyard 
fence—‘Bob, your dog’s barking’—none of that’s happening anymore. We’re getting more 
and more people, we’re living on top of each other, and the level of complaint [about 
nuisances] will go up and I think it’s reasonable to say, without putting the administration at 
risk, that I can’t see a commensurate level of increase in funding for enforcement officers. 
(Simon, compliance branch management team) 
We can see here that, like Cr Watkins, Simon clearly viewed the correspondence issue as a 
compliance problem—namely, a problem of managing growth in demand for compliance services 
without the prospect of receiving additional budgetary resources. Also like Cr Watkins, Simon saw 
in Council’s customer focus discourse a means of responding to this problem.  
Spurred by the campaign surrounding the Vision (see previous section), Cr Watkins and Simon sought 
to enrol the customer focus team to help them respond to the correspondence issue. Cr Watkins was 
particularly alert to the kinds of resources that the customer focus team had available to them and the 
kinds of interventions that they could offer to the compliance branch. The reason for this, as she 
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explained, was that she also oversaw the customer focus team2 and was therefore aware of 
programmes that they ran with other areas of Council. 
One of my other branches is customer service, [which includes] customer focus, as well. So 
in discussion with the manager from customer focus—she had been doing a lot of work in—
because they have the budget to train up Council officers in this area—they’d been doing work 
with traffic and transport guys, the same type of thing. They do a lot of work with bus 
operators and dealing with the public. And in talking with that manager in customer focus I 
said ‘how about we do some of this work in the compliance area as well?’… So [the divisional 
manager] and I started talking and [the customer focus manager] said ‘yeah, we could train 
up the [compliance] officers’. (Cr Watkins) 
The customer focus team, for their part, reported to me that they were more than willing to take up 
the challenge of driving customer focus in the compliance branch. Aside from the fact that they 
answered to Cr Watkins, the team was also motivated by the fact that engaging with the compliance 
branch enabled them to contribute to their own performance targets, which required that they carry 
out a certain number of interventions per year.  
Our program is all geared around… a ‘seven and seven’ target. So we need seven interventions 
and so we go into seven different work units, and then I think it's seven innovations or seven 
process improvement sort of initiatives … Those are the targets that we have to meet [and] 
we're funded to go out and engage with the organisation [in order to do that]. (Zach, customer 
focus team) 
As this quote indicates, it is precisely the kinds of programmes that the team ran with the compliance 
branch that the customer focus team was established to deliver, and they therefore possessed a number 
of ready-made intentions to deploy.  
Once the customer focus team was enrolled in the project, they encouraged staff from the compliance 
branch to reflect upon the correspondence issue in customer focus terms. Namely, they framed the 
problem as one of ‘reducing avoidable contacts’. As one member of the customer focus team 
explained, ‘We talk a lot about reducing avoidable contacts’. When applied to the compliance context, 
this idea was taken to imply that compliance officers need to change their practices so that ‘the 
customer doesn’t go away pissed and go and write to the Lord Mayor… or go to their councillor’ 
(Christine, customer focus officer). In other words, the routine problem of managing negative 
                                                 
2 The councillor was in fact responsible for five Council branches including the compliance branch and the ‘customer 
services’ branch, within which the customer focus team was situated. 
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correspondence was now reflected upon in a way that attributed it to a lack customer focus on the 
part of frontline compliance officers. This is particularly clear in how Simon articulated the rationale 
for the customer focus policies. Directly following his description of the challenges the branch faced 
in addressing increasing demand for regulation without a commensurate increase in resources, Simon 
went on to state the following: 
So we’ve got to do things differently and we’ve got to do this stuff [customer focus] better, 
and… if we screw this up and we’re not responsive to a customer, we don’t do what we tell a 
customer we’re going to do, if we don’t act fairly, what they do is write to the Lord Mayor 
and if you speak to [the customer focus team] every Lord Mayoral correspondence costs at 
least $400 to the organisation. It goes into the Lord Mayor’s office, through an office, through 
an office, then across to the administration. There’s [sic] five or six pairs of hands that have 
to manage it and then it ends up going back to the officer who stuffed up in the first place and 
then you’ve got to do a review of the file and his team leader has to respond for the Lord 
Mayor to send [it] back… So I’ve worked out we get thousands, probably over 1,500 pieces 
of Lord Mayoral correspondence a year. Not all of them because there’s been any errors but 
I’d say there’s probably $1 million worth of money within the branch that we are having to 
dedicate towards retrofitting bad customer focus experience. (Simon, compliance branch 
management team) 
As I demonstrate in the following two chapters, this problematisation of officer conduct was 
expressed in terms of a poor understanding amongst officers of the ‘needs’ of members of the public 
qua customers, and the degree to which they carry out their compliance duties in a manner that is 
sensitive to those needs. For now, however, it is sufficient to note that, while it is important to 
recognise the role of the customer focus discourse in making these problematisations possible, it is 
also important to recognise that difficulties and circumstances arising from the pursuit of compliance 
objectives in the urban governance context. For, as I have demonstrated in this section of the chapter, 
these difficulties and circumstances were also a key impetus for the development of customer focus 
in the compliance branch and therefore had an important influence how these policies developed.  
The role of social relations in shaping the ‘problem’  
The third set of conditions that shaped the emergence of the customer focus reforms undertaken in 
Council’s compliance branch were the relations between the actors promoting customer focus and 
the compliance officers whose conduct was represented as the ‘problem’ driving avoidable contacts. 
Scholars promoting ethnographic approaches to governmentality studies have argued that local social 
relationships play an important but often overlooked role in conditioning how governing takes place 
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(Li, 2007a, 2007b; McKee, 2009). As Li (2007a) argues, these relationships are often characterised 
by struggle or resistance between governing authorities and those whose conduct they seek to 
conduct, which leads to accommodations and compromises regarding how ‘problems’ are defined 
and responded to.  
It is important to examine how local social relationships influence how the problem of customer focus 
is constructed in a public service oriented by the goal of compliance. As previous studies have shown, 
it is often frontline staff who are left to manage tensions between their compliance duties and the 
customer focus prescriptions imposed upon them (Clarke et al., 2007; Howard, 2012; Tuck, 2013). 
In some cases, this leads to frontline staff criticising and even outright resisting or rejecting customer 
focus policies (Clarke et al., 2007; Tuck, 2013). In this section of the chapter, I demonstrate how the 
problematisation of customer focus in Council’s compliance branch was (re)configured to 
accommodate resistance from frontline compliance officers. In doing this, I show how, through these 
relations of resistance, struggle and compromise, the problem of customer focus was further 
conditioned and subordinated to the aims and exigencies of compliance work as they are experienced 
by frontline compliance officers.  
The customer focus team believed that reducing avoidable contacts required the active commitment 
of compliance officers to the customer focus agenda. For, if avoidable contacts were the result of poor 
customer focus, then it was only by officers proactively attending to customer ‘needs’ that the 
problem could be mitigated. However, there was outright resistance amongst compliance officers, 
and sometimes even their supervisors and team leaders, to the problematisation of their conduct in 
customer focus terms.  
It was met with a lot of resistance. I don’t think that I was a popular person in the first couple 
of sessions. I could tell from the snarly faces and the arms crossing. (Cr Watkins) 
… I think there are pockets [within the branch]… where there might have been a broad view 
of you can’t do customer focus in our work because we’re telling people what to do. It’s 
enforcement, it’s regulation. How can you do customer focus? (Simon, compliance branch 
management team) 
One of the comments that was made… by some of the staff in the field is that they don’t have 
customers. They have either complainants or they have people they're taking to court or they 
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have people that are breaking the law and things like that. They're not customers. They're 
these people that are being fined.3 (Zach, customer focus officer) 
I witnessed these resistant attitudes firsthand numerous times during my fieldwork. I recorded one 
memorable instance of this in my field notes from my first day of fieldwork. It reads as follows: 
In the elevator on my way out I introduced myself to an officer from the team that handles 
protracted investigations and serious offences. After hearing that I was studying customer 
focus he stated that these ideas didn’t apply in his area. By way of example, he then told me 
that one of the field staff in his team was punched in the head by a customer today. He then 
followed this anecdote with the statement that ‘in our area we don’t say ‘have a nice day’ to 
customers, we say ‘fuck off’’. (Field notes, January 2014) 
For frontline staff, then, there was a clear disjuncture between the idea that they ought to be responsive 
to customer needs and the compliance-oriented—and often antagonistic—relationships that they have 
with actual customers.  
Given the importance of attaining the commitment of compliance staff to the customer focus agenda, 
efforts were made to overcome this resistance. As Li (2007a) shows, examining the practice of 
problematisation ‘on the ground’ reveals that it is often combined with other practices aimed at 
facilitating the assembling of governing arrangements/programmes by managing social relations 
between different parties to the governing process, particularly when these entail resistance or dissent 
on the part of the governed. One such practice that is pertinent to the present case is what Li (2007a, 
p. 265) terms ‘authorizing knowledge’, a key dimension of which is ‘containing critiques’. In order 
to enrol compliance officers in the project to reduce avoidable contacts, the actors driving customer 
focus attempted to neutralise the critiques described above. This entailed challenging the view that 
customer focus meant giving customers whatever they demand, which in compliance is likely to mean 
not coercing or punishing them for doing (or not doing) certain things that place their conduct in 
breach of local laws. Christine, who hosted a workshop on customer focus for compliance staff, 
explained that: 
We knew going into that workshop that a few of them, being compliance, would be, ‘What, 
are you telling us now not to fine people?... Absolutely not. If they're doing the wrong thing, 
you fine them. However, you can do it in a different way, you can have a different mindset, a 
                                                 
3 In Council, fines are referred to as Prescribed Infringement Notices or ‘PINs’. I have replaced the term ‘PIN’ (or related 
forms, such as ‘PINed’) here with the term ‘fine’ (or ‘fined’) to avoid confusion for the reader.  
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different approach to it, where the customer walks away going, ‘That sucks [that I got fined], 
but I understand why [it happened]’. (Christine, customer focus officer) 
As we can see here, the critique that customer focus is inconsistent with compliance work was 
‘contained’ by specifying the ‘problem’ that customer focus is intended to address in a way that is 
consistent with the branch’s compliance objectives. The problem, claimed the customer focus team, 
is not that staff are enforcing compliance rather than giving people what they want (leniency, etc.) 
but instead lies in the way in which staff carry out their compliance duties. As Christine indicates in 
the above quote, one version of this problem is that compliance officers fail to explain to customers 
why they are being punished. I examine the specifics of this problematisation and its consequences 
for compliance practices in more detail in the following two chapters. For now, it is important to note 
that this practice of containing critiques was an important process that conditioned how the problem 
of customer focus was formulated in the compliance branch.  
Another important practice for managing local social relations in the assembling of governmental 
arrangements or programmes is what Li (2007a, p. 265) calls ‘forging alignments’, that is, ‘the work 
of linking together the objectives of the various parties to an assemblage, both those who aspire to 
govern conduct and those whose conduct is to be conducted’. In Council’s compliance branch, efforts 
were made to forge alignments between the interests of compliance officers and the goal of their 
superiors to reduce avoidable contacts. This was done by inviting officers to contribute their 
perspective on how customer focus could be improved. This occurred during the development of the 
Customer Focus Charter wherein the branch outlined how it could better meet the needs of its 
customers. The charter was developed in a ‘bottom-up’ fashion, wherein compliance officers were 
asked to contribute their perspective on what their customers’ needs are. As Simon explained, this 
was a strategic decision intended to secure the commitment of compliance officers to the customer 
focus agenda and thus to help reduce avoidable contacts.  
Well the one thing I was keen for from the beginning [was] that it wouldn’t be a top down 
driving charter because… we could have got officers from our customer focus team [to do] a 
bit of online research where you just look at customer focus charters from across the world—
Coca-Cola’s, McDonald’s customer focus—write a world’s best one and send it out to 
everyone and say ‘Here’s [our] one’. But it’s got no buy-in, no ownership. So it [was] actually 
develop[ed] from the ground up. So all of the team leaders… were encouraged to go away 
and have conversations with their teams about what customer focus meant, what’s important 
for them in terms of customer focus and all the information came up that way. (Simon, 
compliance branch management team) 
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This strategy for forging alignments with compliance officers meant that the development of the 
branch’s customer focus policies was further shaped in accordance with the exigencies of compliance 
work. This is unsurprising, given that officers’ perspectives on customer needs are shaped by their 
compliance duties. However, as I will analyse in more detail in the next chapter, it did lead to some 
surprising outcomes, such as the reposing of bureaucratic enforcement principles as customer needs. 
For example, the section of the charter titled ‘fair’ states that compliance officers will ‘make every 
decision on the basis of law, evidence and public interest’. This is ironic, given that NPM promotes 
customer focus as a remedy to what it sees as the rigidly impersonal nature of public sector 
bureaucracy (Clarke & Newman, 1997; du Gay, 2000). This further demonstrates the argument that 
I have advanced in this chapter, namely that NPM discourse was not the sole condition that led to and 
shaped the development of customer focus in the context of urban compliance.  
Conclusion 
It is undeniable that the pervasive discourse of NPM, with its powerful critique of public sector 
bureaucracy, has made possible the development of customer focus policies in public services like 
Council that have compliance functions. However, I have argued in this chapter that acknowledging 
the influence of NPM or any other reform discourse alone is not sufficient for understanding the 
conditions and processes that lead services with compliance functions to adopt customer focus 
policies. For, as I have demonstrated here, the impetus for, and trajectory of, the development of such 
policies is also shaped by how situated actors mobilise customer focus discourse to problematize 
certain troubling circumstances emerging from their pursuit of compliance objectives. This was 
revealed through the presentation of three specific findings regarding the conditions and processes 
that led to the development of customer focus policy in Council’s compliance branch.  
Firstly, I found that the influence of NPM discourse was mediated by how it was inscribed in a policy 
text—the Customer Focus Vision, 2016—and distributed throughout Council by the customer focus 
team. By looking at the team’s rationale for, and deployment of, the Vision, I found that it was 
intended to encourage authorities operating at the branch-level of Council to reflect upon issues that 
they might be facing in customer focus terms. What this means is that NPM/customer focus discourse 
is deployed in way that does not presuppose the substantive problems or objectives that it will be used 
to address. It is therefore not surprising that so many existing studies have found that the customer 
focus policies and practices of particular public services diverge from the problematisations and 
prescriptions associated with NPM discourse per se (e.g. Clifford, 2012; Fellesson, 2011; Rosenthal 
& Peccei, 2007). 
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Secondly, I demonstrated here how customer focus was mobilised by the actors responsible for the 
compliance branch to address circumstances emerging within the problem space of urban governance, 
namely the negative correspondence associated with the problem of ‘avoidable contacts’. As previous 
research has shown, the kinds of correspondence from the public dubbed avoidable contacts by the 
customer focus team is a common feature of urban compliance work (Valverde, 2012). Finally, I 
demonstrated how, in order to manage relations with frontline compliance officers and enrol them in 
the project to reduce avoidable contacts, the actors driving customer focus sought to incorporate 
officers’ perspectives and concerns in the formulation of the problem and how it could be addressed. 
Given that compliance officers’ perspectives are grounded in the exigencies and antagonisms of day-
to-day compliance work, their contributions only further tailored the development of customer focus 
here to practices and objectives of compliance.  
Taken together, these findings have significant implications for our understanding of the relationship 
between customer focus and compliance. Specially, the fact that customer focus discourse is 
mobilised to respond to compliance problems casts doubt on the position held by some scholars that 
customer focus and compliance are essentially incompatible or contradictory policy objectives (e.g. 
Alford, 2002; Rosenthal & Peccei, 2007). Instead, the findings presented in this chapter suggests that 
the relationship between customer focus discourse and compliance is contingent upon the kinds of 
difficulties that public services with compliance functions mobilise this discourse to address. 
Moreover, as I will now show in the two remaining chapters of this thesis, this means that customer 
focus is used to reconfigure compliance relationships and practices in ways that cannot be inferred 
from a priori understandings of either of these elements. 
  
Chapter 5. ‘Who are our customers?’ Critical reflections 
on urban governance relationships  
One of the most troubling questions confronting public services attempting to adopt a customer focus 
is ‘who are our customers?’ The reason for this is that the conception of the customer derived from 
the private sector and promoted in NPM differs in important ways from how public services conceive 
of, and relate to, members of the public. Whereas NPM promotes a focus on the needs of individual 
service users qua ‘sovereign consumers’, the raison d'être of public services is to serve the collective 
interests of the public (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Alford, 2002; du Gay, 2000). Furthermore, 
many public services—particularly those that have compliance functions—are required to balance 
between the competing interests of multiple parties, which makes it impossible to treat any given one 
of them as ‘sovereign’ (Clarke, 2009; Clifford, 2012; Needham, 2009).  
As I discussed in Chapter Two, in light of these conditions, some scholars of public service reform 
suggest that the adoption of customer focus policies may detract from the ability of public services to 
serve the public interest by preoccupying service providers with the needs of individuals (Aberbach 
& Christensen, 2005; Needham, 2006). Yet, a contrasting view is offered by other contributions to 
this literature. These studies suggest that a continued commitment to the public service ethos and the 
challenges entailed in balancing the conflicting interests of multiple parties can lead public service 
staff to resist the conception of the customer promoted in NPM or to subordinate it to existing 
collectivist objectives or bureaucratic practices (Clifford, 2012; Needham, 2006). 
In this chapter, informed by the concept of problematisation, I examine how council’s compliance 
branch engaged in a process of critical reflection to identify exactly who it served (i.e. who its 
customer are) and what ‘needs’ these different parties have vis-à-vis the compliance process. In doing 
this, I show that identifying people as customers and reflecting upon their needs was not so much an 
attempt to render individual service users sovereign over compliance processes but instead an attempt 
to address the problem of avoidable contacts that I discussed in Chapter Four. Furthermore, I show 
that although the challenges of defining who counts as a customer identified by previous studies are 
certainly present in the urban governance context, these challenges are managed by actors within the 
branch by assembling customer focus with a range of other discourses, including discourses relating 
to the public service ethos as well as neo-liberal and communitarian discourses. On the basis of these 
findings, I argue that customer focus entails the problematisation and reconfiguration of existing 
relations with urban governance subjects, rather than the imposition of the private sector/NPM model 
of customer-relations that either undermines existing public service relationships or is blocked by an 
enduring commitment to those relationships and the public service ethos.  
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In the first part of the chapter, I examine how the compliance branch reflected upon the collective 
subject of urban governance—the public—as its customer. I show how customer focus was assembled 
with older discourses regarding democratic sovereignty and the public service ethos to justify treating 
the public as a customer and to re-express the bureaucratic principles associated with the public 
service ethos as customer needs. Furthermore, I show how the customer status was extended from the 
public qua collective to individual members of the public via the neo-liberal conception of the public 
as ‘taxpayers’. And I also show how communitarian discourse was incorporated into this assemblage 
to construct customers as responsible subjects who share the values and expectations of their 
community. I suggest that assembling customer focus and communitarian discourse in this way 
enabled the branch to establish a degree of commensurability between individual and collective 
interests, and to construe individual customer expectations that do not fit its version of community 
values as unreasonable and illegitimate.  
In the second part of the chapter, I examine the kinds of ‘needs’ that were attributed to individual 
level customers (i.e. complainants and [alleged] offenders) in light of the problem of reducing 
avoidable contacts. I identify two specific types of customer needs constructed by the branch: 1) 
‘epistemic’ needs, which concern the kinds of knowledge that compliance customers need in order to 
conduct themselves as reasonable and responsible members of the community; and 2) ‘customer 
service’ needs, which concern customers’ desire for ‘professional’ and ‘reliable’ compliance services. 
I argue that constructing customer needs in this way enabled the branch to posit that, although it had 
multiple customers with competing interests, customer interests could be balanced and avoidable 
contacts prevented provided that customers epistemic and customer service needs were met.  
Reflecting on the public as customer of urban governance 
It is often suggested that adopting a customer focus means implementing a form of consumer 
sovereignty by reorienting services to the needs of individual service users at the expense of collective 
interests (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; du Gay, 1996, 2000). However, my findings regarding how 
customer focus was mobilised in Council’s compliance branch suggests that this is not necessarily 
the case. Here, developing customer focus entailed critically reflecting upon who it was that the 
branch actually served and what needs these parties have in relation to the compliance process and 
the problem of avoidable contacts. Consistent with the position adopted in this thesis that thinking 
qua problematisation is a situated practice (Collier, 2009; Rabinow, 2003), these reflections occurred 
at particular times and places, and involved staff from the customer focus team facilitating compliance 
staff to reflect upon their relationships with the people that they govern. One important occasion 
where this occurred was a workshop held by the customer focus team for compliance staff who held 
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managerial or leadership positions. An officer from the customer focus team who helped facilitate 
the workshop explained to me that one of its main aims was to get staff to reflect upon the questions 
‘who are your customers and what are their needs?’ (Christine, customer focus officer). Indeed, the 
agenda for the workshop—which I obtained later from a member of compliance branch management 
team—showed that a whole session had been set aside for compliance staff to reflect upon and discuss 
these questions.  
This exercise led to the leaders from the compliance branch identifying a whole range of urban 
governance subjects as their customers, including collective subjects like the ‘public’ or ‘community’ 
as a whole. Indeed, consistent with the findings of Clifford’s (2012) study of local planners, many 
staff from the compliance branch stated that the public or community was in fact the primary customer 
in the urban governance context. Interestingly, participants often invoked the fact that Council is 
empowered through the institutions of representative government to justify relating to the public as 
customers.  
I personally think that [the] objective of my role or any role, whether it's public or private, is 
to delight customers. If we provide a positive outcome to customers then we have done our 
job. As a public servant, that's what I do. I’m here to serve the public… One of our customers 
is politicians and we work closely with them. Our role is to deliver a service to them. They 
then deliver a service to their community [through] their initiatives that they put in place. 
(Alex, compliance branch management team)  
This is salient, of course, because some contributions to the literature on public service reform cite 
the pre-eminence of collective interests to public services, and the political-institutional arrangements 
that condition this, as reason why customer focus cannot work in the public sector (Alford, 2002; 
Alford & Speed, 2006; du Gay, 2000). In contrast to this, the quote above suggests that the pre-
eminent status of the public may in fact be invoked by situated actors to justify the adoption of 
customer focus in services with compliance functions. What we see here, then, is the assembling of 
customer focus discourse with existing public service discourses and the collectivist orientations and 
relationships that they promote.  
A related finding from my fieldwork was that many of the bureaucratic principles and practices 
associated with the ‘public service ethos’ (du Gay, 2000; Pratchett & Wingfield, 1996) were redefined 
by the compliance branch as customer needs—the customer they pertain to being public as a whole. 
This further contributed to the construction of a heterogeneous assemblage comprised of both 
customer focus discourse and older public service discourses. One striking example of the assembling 
of customer focus and bureaucratic discourse appeared in the compliance branch’s customer focus 
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charter and was briefly alluded to in the previous chapter. In the customer focus charter there is a 
section titled ‘fair’ wherein the commitment is made that compliance staff will ‘make every decision 
on the basis of law, evidence and the public interest’. This statement presents the bureaucratic 
principles of impartiality and due process as the ‘needs’ of the public qua customer. Similar 
statements conflating bureaucratic principles with customer needs were made to me in my discussions 
with staff. Take, for example, the following exchange that I had with Stan, one of the compliance 
branch’s team leaders, about what customer focus means in the context of compliance work.  
Stan: [Customer focus] means treating everyone fairly, listening to what they have to say, not 
making rash decisions, acting within the letter of the law… Just acting ethically, fairly, that’s 
pretty much it. The interactions my guys have are that basic. Somebody complains about 
someone doing something wrong, they attend, they investigate. 
Andrew: So it sounds like it’s just basically those same values that have been in place in the 
public service for quite some time but in new terms? So things like fairness, equity, ethical 
behaviour, those kind [sic] of things. Is that how you see it? 
Stan: Yes. Very much so.  
As I noted in Chapter Four, this practice of redefining bureaucratic principles as customer needs is 
somewhat surprising, given that customer focus was originally promoted in NPM discourse on the 
basis of a problematisation of the rigid, impersonal and unresponsive nature of bureaucracy (Clarke 
& Newman 1997; du Gay 2000). It is therefore tempting to suggest that the continuing commitment 
to the public service ethos amongst staff like Stan acts as a barrier to attempts to implement customer 
focus reforms that correspond to NPM discourse and its commitment to consumer sovereignty, as 
some previous studies have suggested (Clifford, 2012; McDonough, 2006). However, such an 
interpretation would miss the ways in which reflecting upon the public as a customer reconfigured 
how it was understood by the compliance branch. As I show in the two subsections below, the main 
effect of this process of reconfiguration was to render commensurable the status and interests of the 
public as a collective entity with those of the individual citizens that comprised it. This was done in 
two important ways: by reflecting on the public as ‘taxpayers’ who paid for Council’s compliance 
services and as a ‘community’ whose shared values render the legitimate expectations of individuals 
commensurable with those of the collective. 
Paying customers: the public as taxpayers 
Council’s compliance branch invoked the economic role of the public as ‘taxpayers’ or ‘ratepayers’ 
when rationalising its customer focus policies. As indicated in the following quotes, the fact that the 
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public had collectively paid for the services that the Council delivers was invoked as the basis for its 
designation as the compliance branch’s ultimate customer.  
Our customers are the people who live in and visit [the city]; these people pay rates therefore 
Council owes them a service. (Brent, business improvement and strategy officer) 
We are employed by rate payers and by people who use our roads and use our services. That’s 
why we are here. (Alex, compliance branch management team) 
Probably the biggest customer is the public… I think one of the things that we often forget is 
that we’re actually working for a whole great lot of taxpayers, residents of the city… (Meryl, 
compliance branch management team) 
Council’s compliance branch is not unique in construing members of the public as 
customers/consumers of government services on the basis of their taxpayer status. As Schram et al. 
(2010) argue, foregrounding the economic basis of citizenship in this way has become increasingly 
common following the rise of neo-liberal governmentality. One of the consequences of shifting 
citizenship to the economic register in this way is that it renders the status of individual and collective 
subjects commensurable in a way that political/democratic discourses do not. In political discourse, 
the public and its individual members are not commensurable political subject positions. This is 
because the public interest is greater than the sum of the interests of the individual subjects that make 
it up: it is the product of political deliberation and compromise and it includes public goods/value 
that can only be consumed collectively (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Alford, 2002; Fountain, 
2001). However, construing the public as a collection of taxpayers obscures this problem of 
commensurability because it foregrounds people’s pecuniary contributions when rationalising why 
they are owed a service by public agencies. Unlike people’s political interests, money is 
undifferentiated and commensurable; and because the taxes that fund Council are literally the 
aggregate of the taxes paid by the individuals who make up the public, the public can be said to be a 
customer both individually and collectively. Thus, if the public is the raison d'être of public services 
because it pays for those services, this status can also be attributed to the individual customers who 
pay their taxes.  
Bestowing the status of customer on individual members of the public via their taxpayer status makes 
possible the problematisation of how frontline compliance officers relate to them. As I demonstrated 
in Chapter Four, customer focus discourse was deployed in the compliance branch to represent the 
problem of avoidable contacts as the product of poor customer focus on the part of frontline 
compliance officers. However, until now it was not possible to specify the content of this 
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problematisation, which is precisely that compliance officers do not always treat individual customers 
in a way that reflects their taxpayer-cum-customer status—that is, their status as the very raison d'être 
of Council’s compliance work. As Alex from the compliance branch management team expressed it, 
in the view of management, compliance officers mistakenly see customers as a hurdle that stands in 
the way of compliance objectives rather than as members of the public for whom they provide 
compliance services.  
People want to come to work and they want to do their job and this is a very general statement 
but they often see that customers can sometimes be an inhibiting factor in them doing their 
job; and although they work for the customers, it’s understanding that they need to work with 
the customers in order to achieve outcomes. So [customer focus is about] really trying to 
change that mindset from ‘the customers are somewhat of a burden for us’, or some sort of a 
hindrance to them undertaking their work, to ‘without customers we don’t have a job, without 
customers we don’t provide services across [the city]’ and to really reinforce that we need to 
constantly work with customers, even the challenging ones and the ones that don’t necessarily 
like to hear the service that we’re providing. (Alex, compliance branch management team) 
Thus, far from being blocked by a continued commitment to the public service ethos as some previous 
studies suggest (e.g. Clifford, 2012), customer focus was assembled with the neo-liberal conception 
of the public as taxpayers in a way that extended the pre-eminence of the public interest to a critique 
of how compliance officers related to individual customers.  
Customers as ‘ordinary’ members of the community 
The second way in which customer focus went beyond the bureaucratic principles of the public 
service ethos to reconfigure relations between staff and the public was by invoking yet another 
conception of the collective subject of urban governance: the ‘community’. As noted in Chapters Two 
and Three, in urban governance, as in many other governmental contexts influenced by advanced 
liberal governmentality, community has partially replaced older conceptions of the public that were 
associated with social government and the bureaucratic administration of public services (Rose, 1999; 
Valverde, 2011). Corresponding to this is a shift in the locus of governmental authority. Rather than 
authority being based on the objective knowledge and impartial judgements of bureau-professionals 
about what is and is not in the public interest, it is now derived from knowledge of the naturally 
occurring norms and values of the community (Rose, 1999). Indeed, as Valverde (2011) has shown 
in relation to nuisance governance, the values and expectations of communities play a central role in 
how urban authorities define what is and is not a nuisance, meaning that conceptions of the 
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community play a key role in establishing authority to govern this or that form of conduct in the urban 
context.  
This shift in authority regarding the interests of the public is visible in Council’s compliance branch, 
where the title given to frontline compliance staff has recently changed from ‘Local Laws Officers’ 
to ‘Community Regulations Officers’. Whereas the former title links the authority of compliance 
officers with local laws—and, by extension, with the authority of the local state—the latter links it 
with regulations that are of and for the community and thus to the authority of community norms and 
values. This allows for compliance objectives to be linked to the fulfilment of ‘community 
expectations’ in the compliance branch’s discursive practices. As Alex from the branch management 
team explained: 
That… brings me to the next thing [which] is that customer expectations often are set—
especially [from] a compliance perspective—from the laws that we have. My expectation is 
that we have laws that are put in place by representatives of the people for us to protect the 
interest of the people. That's why we have laws. If we're upholding those laws then we are 
upholding the expectations of the community and over a passage of time, as the community 
expectations change, so do laws. 
Given that Council invokes community expectations as a key source of authority for its compliance 
activities, it is not surprising that the compliance branch identified not just ‘the public’ but also ‘the 
community’ as one of their primary customers. Indeed, the discourse of community was assembled 
with notions of the public as taxpayers by senior staff from the compliance branch in how they 
justified the adoption of customer focus policy and in how they problematised the conduct of frontline 
compliance staff. For example, Simon from the branch management team stated: 
I don’t want to say I’m overly naïve but we’re here to serve the community. It’s called the 
‘public service’ for a reason and, unfortunately, I think in too many government agencies, and 
in some areas of Council, the customer, the ratepayer, the taxpayer—whichever band they 
are—aren’t necessarily always treated reasonably and [in] enforcement I think that’s [the 
case] even more so. We tend to have some officers historically, and even to date, who see the 
role as regulator as being a chest puffed out, sort of ‘telling you want to do’ approach, where 
we’re here to serve. (Simon, compliance branch management team) 
Similar to what we saw in the previous section of this chapter, by conceptualising the public or 
community as a customer, customer focus discourse is deployed here to extend the status of the public 
as the raison d'être of compliance services to individual customers. However, the notion of 
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community enables the branch to go further than this and to posit commensurability, not only between 
the formal status of the individual and collective subjects of urban governance, but also between their 
substantive values and expectations. This reflects a key affordance of strategies of governing through 
community. Unlike the public, whose interests are established through ‘artificial’ political processes 
of representation, deliberation and compromise, communities are assumed to be quasi-natural entities 
whose individual members are already accountable to a shared set of norms, values and expectations 
(Rose, 1999; Valverde, 2011). This means that urban authorities are able to posit that subjects who 
express preferences or act in a manner that is not consistent with what they take to be community 
norms are unreasonable and irresponsible and thus in need of governmental intervention.  
This aspect of the strategy of governing through community was visible in how Council’s compliance 
branch reflected upon what it meant to treat the community as a customer. As the following quote 
from Brent, a business improvement and policy officer, illustrates, as members of the community, 
customers are assumed to possess a shared set of values and expectations regarding urban life. 
The inference drawn is the expectation that I [the customer] live in a clean, green city where 
I don’t have to wait at a bus stop and have someone blow cigarette smoke in my face, that I 
can walk to the park with my kids without fear of being attacked by a dog and I, as a ratepayer, 
would expect that when I’m down at the park that this is for humans, not dogs running around, 
that when I walk through a park I don’t have to hit a ‘landmine’ [i.e. dog faeces] or anything 
like that. It’s things like that. So you know what the community expects.  
Moreover, when the expectations of individual customers do not align with those of the community, 
the former’s expectations are represented as exceptional and unreasonable and therefore as not 
placing a legitimate claim on the branch or its customer focus commitments. Following the above 
statement, Brent went on to state: 
So you know what the community expects. Like anyone, that can be a low expectation or a 
high expectation. ‘I expect you to do this. You’re a Council person, why don’t you do this? 
That’s ridiculous. I pay my rates. This is my park area and I pay rates’. You do get those 
people. In any society you’re going to find someone who has probably an unrealistic or 
uninformed or an extremely high expectation of what a municipality or a local government 
should provide [in terms of] services. It is then communicating to that person what we can 
[and] what we cannot do in the nicest ways. (Brent, business improvement officer) 
By positing continuity between the expectations of individual customers and the community to which 
they ‘naturally’ belong, the branch is able to distinguish between ‘reasonable’, ‘ordinary’ members 
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of the community and those that possess ‘unrealistic or uninformed or an extremely high 
expectations’. As Newman and Clarke (2009) point out, communities, like similar categories such as 
civil society and the ‘third sector’, are assumed to be populated by ‘ordinary people’—a form of 
subjectivity that is currently valorised in political and governmental discourse (see also Clarke, 2010; 
Clarke, 2013; Martin, 2008; Neveu, 2015). Furthermore, as Clarke (2013, p. 215) argues, this imputed 
‘ordinariness’ is normative, rather than merely descriptive. As can be seen in the interview excerpt 
above, this means that those who are out of sync with the values and perspective of ‘the community’ 
are in some way exceptional (i.e. unordinary) and thus irresponsible or unreasonable. As we shall see 
in the following sections of this chapter, rendering the values and expectations of individual 
customers commensurable with, and accountable to, community values and expectations in this way 
informed how the compliance branch defined the ‘needs’ of their individual level customers—namely 
offenders and complainants—and how it dealt with the fact that individual customers often have 
competing interests.  
Balancing the needs of multiple customers 
Along with the tension between individual and collective interests, the other difficulty faced by public 
services when trying to identify who their customers are is the fact that they often deal with multiple 
parties who have different and sometimes conflicting interests or preferences (Alford, 2002; Clifford, 
2012; Fountain, 2001). As noted previously, this problem is particularly pronounced for services that 
have compliance functions, given that they tend to deal with parties who are in direct conflict with 
one another (Clarke, 2009; Needham, 2009). This is the case for Council’s compliance branch, given 
that they are the urban governance authority responsible for managing the relational phenomenon of 
nuisance, as it is manifest in disputes between neighbours or conflicts between the interests of other 
urban governance subjects. As Alex from the branch management team explained, when reflecting 
upon who their customers are, the branch posited that they in fact have multiple customers whose 
needs they are required to balance.  
It’s important to acknowledge that within any [compliance] interaction there may be multiple 
customers. So we will have a complainant who is notifying us or who is directly impacted by 
what’s going on, we’ve got the alleged offender or the perpetrator or someone who’s causing 
the action that’s impacting the complainant’s lifestyle, there may be other affected persons 
who live around or who travel to or work in the area where the issue’s occurring, and then 
we’ve got that broader application of the equitable nature or the fairness of our actions and 
how we apply that across the city. Although we look at it from a customer focus perspective… 
we are managing that focus across quite a broad customer base and it’s sometimes that 
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balancing act that we need to maintain in order to ensure that we do provide a fair and 
equitable response across our actions. (Alex, compliance branch management team). 
As can be seen in this quote, Alex identifies a key set of urban governance subjects as the ‘customer 
base’ whose different and potentially conflicting needs Council’s compliance branch must balance. 
These subjects include ‘complainants’; ‘alleged offenders’ or ’perpetrators’; amorphous collective 
subjects like local residents and commuters; and the public or, in the above quote, ‘the city’ who 
consume the fairness and consistency of Council’s actions.  
As noted above, scholars such as Clifford (2012) and Needham (2006, 2009) claim that the existence 
of multiple customers acts as a barrier to customer focus reforms in practice, because, in Clifford’s 
(2012, p. 570) words, it renders ‘the notion of a ‘sovereign customer’ decidedly impotent’. In contrast 
to this claim, my analysis suggests that customer focus may indeed reconfigure relations with service 
users despite the fact that they occupy different subject positions and have competing interests. It is 
only possible to see this, however, if we suspend the idea that customer focus necessarily means 
implementing consumer sovereignty and instead look at how situated actors reflected upon their 
relationships with service users in customer focus terms.  
As demonstrated in the previous chapter, customer focus was driven in the compliance branch in 
response to the problem of ‘reducing avoidable contacts’. Thus, the aim of the programme was not 
so much to focus on customer needs for their own sake or for the sake of conforming to the principle 
of consumer sovereignty valorised in the discourse of NPM (cf. Clifford, 2012; Fellesson, 2011; 
Rosenthal & Peccei, 2007). Rather, it was aimed at reducing avoidable contacts by reflecting upon 
why customers feel compelled to make these contacts. From a customer focus standpoint, it is 
assumed that avoidable contacts are driven by customer needs not being met. Hence why the customer 
focus team encouraged the leaders from the compliance branch to reflect upon not only who their 
customers are but also what specific needs that they might have (see the quote from Christine in the 
first section of this chapter).  
The fact that the compliance branch has multiple customers was therefore not so much a barrier to 
customer focus but a taken for granted feature of the urban governance relationships that it (customer 
focus) was used to reflect upon. When reflecting upon what their customers’ needs are, compliance 
staff took it for granted that those needs would be shaped and constrained by the relationships that 
different types of customers had to one another and to the branch. This is reflected in the quote from 
Alex above, where he states that being customer focused in the context of urban compliance services 
entails ‘balancing’ between the needs of different types of customers. What this suggests is that the 
needs attributed to compliance customers are a function of the organisational and governmental 
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processes and practices in which the subject positions of urban governance are embedded. This is 
consistent with the findings of Fellesson’s (2011) study of customer focus in public transport and 
housing in Sweden, where he observed that the needs attributed to customers were a function of the 
organisational processes in which those customers were embedded.  
From my fieldwork with the compliance branch, I identified two types of needs that were ascribed to 
customers, the meeting of which was believed to prevent customers making avoidable contacts. These 
include what I call customers’ ‘epistemic needs’, which concern the kinds of information and 
understanding that customers require about compliance situations, as well as their ‘customer service 
needs’, which concern customers’ expectations regarding how they ought to be treated by compliance 
officers. In the remainder of this chapter, I outline these two types of needs and discuss how they 
were attributed to, and balanced across, the multiple customers that the compliance branch engages 
with. I also discuss how the idea that attending to customers’ need for knowledge and proper treatment 
will preclude them from making avoidable contacts relates to the advanced liberal strategy of 
governing subjects through their self-governing capacities. 
The epistemic needs of compliance customers 
The compliance branch posited that one of the key reasons why customers engage in avoidable 
contacts is because they do not fully understand the rationale or the logic that underpins Council’s 
compliance decisions and practices. On the basis of this, the branch to posited that compliance 
customers have a range of epistemic needs that compliance officers must understand and attend to in 
order to reduce avoidable contacts. Officers are to do this through what Clarke et al. (2007) call 
‘dialogic’ practices, in which they engage in dialogue with customers to ‘educate’ and impart 
knowledge and understanding on them about their compliance situations. These epistemic needs are 
diverse, as can be seen in the different kinds of educational commitments made in the Customer Focus 
Charter, which variously states that the compliance branch will: 
 manage customer expectations about the resolution of difficult matters 
 keep our customers informed about the progress of jobs 
 explain the reasons for our decisions on every occasion 
 provide accurate, relevant and consistent advice and information  
 communicate using simple and accessible language 
This list of commitments, and the epistemic needs that they imply, apply to different customers in 
different ways and to different degrees depending upon where the customer sits in the assemblage of 
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urban governance practices and relationships. Primarily, they vary based on whether the customer is 
a complainant or an (alleged) offender. 
Let us first consider how the epistemic needs of complainants are constructed. It is believed that 
avoidable contacts made by complainants are largely driven by the discrepancy between their 
expectations and the kinds of compliance outcomes that Council is capable of providing them. Unlike 
offenders, who consume compliance services involuntarily, complainants actively demand 
compliance outcomes from Council. Given this, the branch aims to achieve compliance outcomes 
that are as close as possible to a complainant’s expectations, as Alex from the compliance branch 
management team explained:  
So looking at it from a customer focus perspective it’s looking at the outcome, how can we 
achieve the outcome for the customer that they’ve contacted us about… So for us it’s trying 
to minimise that impact for that area or minimise the impact [of] the offence or the reasons 
why the customer has contacted us in the first place. So if we do that either through 
intensification of staff attending there, through maybe a protracted investigation that might 
yield a better outcome for that customer we can hopefully achieve that customer focus 
outcome…  
This quote illustrates that the needs of complainants are privileged in Council’s customer focus 
discourse in manner similar to the privileging of victims in customer focused policing (Needham, 
2009):  in both cases the primary goal is to get the best possible outcome for the aggrieved party. 
However, notwithstanding the compliance branch’s aim to achieve the best outcome for 
complainants, the degree to which compliance officers can provide outcomes that fit complainants’ 
expectations is constrained by the laws that empower them, the resources that are available to them 
and the capacity and willingness of the offender to bring their conduct or property into compliance in 
a timely manner. Given that not all complainants automatically appreciate this, following the first 
principle cited from the Charter above, they are constructed as in need of having their ‘expectations 
managed’ through the provision of information about local laws, the compliance process and 
circumstances pertaining to the offender that bear upon their capacity to comply. As Darren, an 
operational supervisor, commented in relation to the area of visual amenity compliance: 
I always like to understand what the customer or the complainant is wanting—what their 
expectation is—and sometimes… [you can] manage that expectation. Sometimes it’s 
unrealistic and sometimes you can just say ‘Look, we don’t have the legislation that allows us 
do that. I understand you’re really frustrated but we don’t have the legislation to do it. We 
will do our best, as much as we can and we’ll come back to you’. So understanding what they 
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want so then they’re not under some sort of false pretence that they’re going to turn a rundown 
old property into a $3 million renovation in a week… So it’s about that outcome really and 
that desirable outcome is what we can achieve practically and what the customer understands 
we can achieve practically as well. (Darren, operational supervisor) 
As this quote indicates, although Council’s compliance branch see achieving outcomes for 
complainants as one of their core duties, they hold that complainants’ expectations about what 
compliance outcomes are achievable must be managed by understanding and responding to their 
epistemic needs. As Daren states in the quote above, this requires compliance officers to explain to 
the complainant what can and cannot be achieved with prevailing laws and what kinds of timeframes 
for compliance can reasonably be expected of the offender. I observed compliance officers engage in 
this practice numerous times in during my fieldwork. For example, in the following excerpt from my 
field notes, an officer from the suburban amenity team attempts to manage the expectations of a 
complainant who has made a complaint about the state of her neighbour’s swimming pool (it had 
been left to go stagnant and had become a breeding ground for mosquitos).  
Look at the neighbour’s pool from the complainants’ living room window, James (the 
compliance officer) tells her that the state it is in is clearly in breach of Council’s Health, 
Safety and Amenity legislation and that he will ‘active the process’ for getting the offender 
the remedy the issue. He then engages in a little expectation management, cautioning that this 
‘won’t happen overnight’ because the offending household is difficult to get in touch with and 
because they will also probably require bit of time to get the pool cleaned up. The complainant 
laughs and then tells James that she has already waited ‘years’ for council to do something 
about the issue, despite making numerous complaints. James states that this should not have 
happened and assures her that he will ensure that the problem is fixed this time. (Field notes, 
April 2014) 
This finding about the use of expectation management techniques to meet complainants’ epistemic 
needs is similar to some of Clarke et al.’s (2007) findings regarding how customer focus is enacted 
in the policing context. The police officers that they interviewed reported that customer focus not 
only meant listening to the self-expressed needs of people in the communities that they served; it also 
meant educating these communities about ‘the constraints, conditions and calculations of 
‘professional’ or ‘organisational’ knowledge’ that shape policing decisions and strategies (Clarke et 
al., 2007, p. 120). As they go on to explain, aim of these educational practices is to produce 
‘reasonable consumers’ who have ‘an understanding of the organisational and occupational ‘logics’ 
of service provision’ and therefore ‘more realistic and reasonable expectations’ (Clarke et al., 2007, 
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p. 120). As we shall see below and then again in the following chapter, this practice of producing 
‘reasonable’ consumers or customers through dialogic educational practices plays an important role 
in how customer focus is used to try to reduce avoidable contacts, even when are subject to punitive 
or coercive compliance practices.  
In contrast to complainants, the epistemic needs attributed to offenders tend to focus on their need to 
understand why they are being subject to compliance or enforcement practices. This is particularly 
important in cases where offenders are subject to punitive sanctions. For, as Christine from customer 
focus team explained, offender-customers who do not understand why they have been subject to 
punitive sanctions are more likely to make an avoidable contact.   
I mainly met with parking people. The team leader would say, ‘Oh my god, they [parking 
officers] just go out and go, ‘There's your ticket’, and then the customer will say, ‘But there's 
four signs up there and I thought it was this sign’. ‘Too bad, there's your ticket’, walks off’. 
In our big workshop that we did, we used those sorts of examples, and said, ‘As a consumer, 
as a customer, would you write in and say, ‘I didn't understand it?’ or could you [the 
compliance officer] have clarified it on the spot and been more customer focused?’ (Christine, 
customer focus team) 
As this quote illustrates, the fact that offender-customers make avoidable contacts is seen to imply 
that they have epistemic needs that are not being met by compliance officers. The solution to this is 
for compliance officers to be ‘more customer focused’ and to educate customers by clarifying why 
they have been subject to punitive sanctions. Again, I observed officers engaging in these 
dialogic/educational practices when dealing with offenders numerous times during my field work. 
For example, in the following excerpt from my field notes, an officer from the litter team responds to 
an offender’s questions about why she is being fined for throwing her cigarette butt on the ground 
(rather than in the bin) 
As Victor (the compliance officer) tries to work through his spiel about the offence, the 
offender begins questioning him about whether there are signs warning people that they might 
be fined if they dispose of the butts incorrectly. Victor responds that there are signs on bins 
telling people to dispose of rubbish correctly. The offender then asks Victor is he can show 
her these signs, at which point he changes tact and tells her that it doesn’t matter if he can 
show her as it is expected that a ‘mature adult knows that litter must go in the bin and cigarette 
butts are litter’. The offender appears to accept this response, as she ceases her defiant 
questioning of Victor’s decision to fine her. Victor issues the fine and the offender is shocked 
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and annoyed at the amount ($220). However, she remains polite and bids us good night. (Field 
notes, March 2014) 
The aim of mitigating avoidable contacts by attending to offender-customers’ epistemic needs was 
also linked to the branch’s aim to facilitate voluntary compliance in as many cases as possible. As 
discussed in Chapter Two, the regulatory studies literature has shown that the adoption of customer 
focus policies by regulatory agencies coincides with their valorisation of voluntary compliance, often 
at the expense of punitive and coercive enforcement techniques (Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 
2000; Tuck, 2013; Tuck et al., 2011). Voluntary compliance was promoted as a key customer focus 
principle in Council’s compliance branch, as illustrated by the fact that the branch promised to 
‘always strive for voluntary compliance’ in their Customer Focus Charter. Customer focus is seen to 
contribute to voluntary compliance insofar as attending to the epistemic needs of offenders/regulatees 
helps to persuade and enable them to bring their conduct into compliance with the law. Indeed, the 
regulatory studies literature consistently cites ‘education’ and ‘information provision’ as key 
customer focus techniques for enhancing voluntary compliance (Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 
2000; Tuck, 2013; Tuck et al., 2011). Consistent with this literature, Council’s compliance branch 
deploys the provision of information to facilitate and encourage voluntary compliance in a number 
of ways. For example, the first response for certain kinds of complaints, such as barking dog or visual 
amenity complaints, is to send a letter to the alleged offender informing them that a compliant has 
been made and giving them advice on how to remedy the issue themselves (see Appendix B).   
By constructing urban governance subjects as customers with epistemic needs, the compliance branch 
relates to them as rational, self-governing agents in a manner that is consistent with advanced liberal 
governing strategies described in Chapter Three (Dean, 2010; Miller & Rose, 2008; Rose, 1999). 
Indeed, it is assumed that customers will make autonomous choices that align with compliance 
objectives—e.g. they will refrain from making avoidable contacts and bring their conduct into 
voluntary compliance—provided that they have the right knowledge and understand the rationale 
behind Council’s compliance practices. As Alex from the compliance branch management team 
explained, the key to this strategy is ensuring that customers understand not only their rights but also 
their responsibilities.  
We operate within a regulatory framework so we’ve got a spectrum of activities that we can 
do and part of that spectrum is provide education, awareness and understanding. So that is a 
tool that we have to impart knowledge on customers so that they are aware of what their 
responsibilities and rights are.  
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Moreover, senior compliance staff held that even customers who are antagonistic towards compliance 
officers and the compliance objectives that they pursue can be convinced of their responsibilities if 
their epistemic needs are properly attended to. This can be seen in the following quote where the 
participant discusses how customer focus should be applied in the often hostile encounters 
experienced by parking officers.  
My understanding of customer service [sic] is how you go about delivering what you have to 
do. It’s your approach, your mannerism and how you explain it to the client and whether you 
get them to fully understand… We encourage [compliance officers] to engage with people… 
It’s not always negative. It’s not that people are going to give you abuse all the time, verbal 
abuse. They will start to give you verbal abuse but then if you start to explain to them and you 
get them to understand then they realise and sometimes it may change their attitude, 
sometimes it may not but the point is you try it. (Marvin, team leader)  
The assumption that customers will act responsibility if their epistemic needs are met is linked to the 
idea discussed earlier in this chapter that customers are members of a local-moral community who is 
presented as Council’s primary customer and whose expectations guide its compliance practices. The 
discourse of community constructs individuals as always already invested in, and accountable to, 
community norms and values (Rose, 1999). Thus, by invoking this discourse, Council is able to imply 
that, as members of the community, all customers ought to act responsibly provided that their 
epistemic needs are met. This is illustrated in the following quote from Darren, an operational 
supervisor in the compliance branch, who implies that treating people in a customer focused way 
means beginning with the assumption that they are ordinary people who simply have responsibility 
for a ‘bad situation’.  
People have responsibility and ownership over wrong situations but it doesn’t make them a 
bad person. So that’s how my team should be trying to approach people anyway; that they’re 
not a bad person necessarily, they’ve just got responsibility for a bad situation. (Darren, 
Operations) 
As I suggested above, the corollary of the expectation that customers are ordinary, responsible 
members of the community is that those customers who act contrary to these expectations despite 
having their epistemic needs attended to are classed as unreasonable and irresponsible subjects. As I 
demonstrate in the next chapter, this constitutes a basis for compliance staff to either disengage from 
these customers (if they are complainants with unreasonable demands or expectations) or to subject 
them to coercive or punitive enforcement practices (if they are offenders). Although this sits uneasily 
with dominant characterisation of advanced liberal governmentality, as described by scholars such as 
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Miller and Rose (Miller & Rose, 2008; Rose, 1999), it does resonate with the arguments of other 
governmentality scholars who point to the continued role of coercive ‘sovereign’ power alongside 
liberal practices in contemporary governmental strategies (Dean, 2002a; Hindess, 2001; Li, 2014).  
The customer service needs of compliance customers 
The second type of customer-like ‘need’ ascribed to urban governance subjects by staff from 
compliance branch was what I am calling the need for ‘professional customer service’. This refers to 
the more formal expectations customers are believed to have about how compliance officers should 
behave when interacting with them and how they should execute their duties (as opposed to their 
substantive expectations about compliance outcomes). This includes the expectation that compliance 
staff will conduct themselves in a ‘professional’ way, by being polite, respectful and courteous when 
they interact with customers. It also includes the expectation that officers will execute their duties in 
a ‘reliable’ manner, which entails demonstrating dedication, attentiveness and efficiency when 
dealing with customers.  
Like the epistemic needs discussed above, these customer service needs are seen to be distributed 
somewhat unevenly across the different types of customers that the branch has. In relation to 
complainants who, as I noted above, are demanding a compliance outcome from Council, it is seen 
as particularly important that customers feel that compliance officers are reliable—although 
professionalism is, of course, important as well. This is reflected in the branch’s Customer Focus 
Charter which commits that compliance officers will ‘be responsive to customers 24 hours a day, 7 
days a week’, ‘endeavour to resolve problems at first point’ and ‘take ownership of customers’ 
concerns and work with other Council areas to deliver seamless service’. Simon from the branch 
management team placed particular stress on the need for compliance officers to be reliable, citing 
an example of where the failure to do so resulted in an avoidable contact.  
When you look at [it], there’s no obstacles [to] making sure that you don’t tell someone you’ll 
get back to them next week and then you don’t do that. There was one [case] that came in—
and it got to the CEO’s notice yesterday—where one of our [staff] said ‘We’ll send you formal 
notification of our decision inside a week’. Two weeks later [s/he] hadn’t sent the letter so it 
led to it going to the CEO, to the divisional manager and then I got called up to the division 
manager [who asked] ‘What the hell’s going on here?’ Well you [the compliance officer] 
weren’t responsive. You didn’t [do] what you were going to do. 
Reliability is also seen as an important customer service need of offenders. This is reflected in the 
commitment in the charter cited earlier in this chapter that compliance staff will ‘make every decision 
101 
 
on the basis of law, evidence and public interest’. However, offender-customers are seen as most 
likely to make an avoidable contact if they feel that a compliance officer has not conducted themselves 
professionally in their interaction. Some staff indicated that this is particularly the case with offenders 
who have been subject to punitive sanctions and therefore already disgruntled and looking for 
payback. Hence, particular importance is placed on how officers conduct themselves in compliance 
encounters, as reflected in the commitment in the Charter that compliance officers will ‘treat every 
customer with respect’.  
Generally speaking, attending to the customer service needs of urban governance subjects is seen to 
demonstrate that compliance staff are conducting themselves reasonably by community standards. 
This is important, for, as I noted above, Council now derives the authority for its compliance practices 
from the claim that it governs in accordance with community expectations. This is a salient 
observation given that scholars such as Fountain (2001) have suggested that customer-service-type 
concerns, such as those discussed in this section, preoccupy public services with superficial features 
of service delivery at the expense of the pursuit of politically negotiated collective goals. For 
Council’s compliance branch, far from being superficial, attending to customer service needs was 
seen as an important way to demonstrate to customers that they are the raison d’être of Council’s 
compliance activities. Moreover, it is seen as a way of responding to the problem of avoidable 
contacts by avoiding giving customers the impression that they are unimportant or a burden that 
compliance officers have to deal with in the pursuit of other objectives. As Marvin, a team leader 
from the branch, put it in his interview: 
Because you’re caught up in your day-to-day…work, you tend to forget the smaller things. 
The smaller things of explaining [things] to people, saying ‘thank you’, ‘can I help you?’, ‘can 
I explain this to you?’, ‘do you have any questions?’ Those are the things that complete the 
whole process but people are so caught up in everything that they have to do [that] they miss 
it along the way because they’re too eager to get onto the next thing; and the client you’re 
dealing with believes ‘I’m just being brushed aside because I’ve been dealt with now and the 
person needs to go’. (Marvin, team leader) 
Thus, attending to the customer service needs of urban governance subjects was seen as a necessary 
measure for reducing avoidable contacts.  
Conclusion 
This chapter has shown that the challenges faced by public services in defining their customers are 
very much present in the urban governance context. However, it has also shown that situated actors 
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address these challenges in ways that are often not considered in existing studies. Indeed, existing 
research sees the (potential or actual) consequences of attempts by public services to relate to publics 
as customers in binary terms: either customer focus will undermine the pursuit of collective goals 
(Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Fountain, 2001) or it will be blocked or subordinated to these goals 
due to a continued commitment to the public service ethos amongst public servants or due to the fact 
that they have to balance the interests of multiple parties (Clifford, 2012; Needham, 2006). What the 
analysis presented in this chapter reveals is that service providers mould their customer focus policies 
and rhetoric to take account of these challenges, and that they do so through situated practices of 
critical reflection and assemblage.  
As we have seen, the compliance branch’s leadership group reflected upon both the individual and 
the collective subjects of urban governance as their customers. Moreover, they did this in a way that 
rendered commensurable the formal status of collective and individuals subjects (by representing 
them as ‘taxpayers’), as well as their substantive values and expectations (by casting them as members 
of ‘the community’). This, in turn, enabled the branch to posit that compliance officers could reduce 
avoidable contacts by attending to the epistemic and customer service needs of individual customers, 
despite the fact that they have multiple customers with competing interests. In the next chapter, I 
examine how these ways of constructing the customers of urban compliance services, as well as their 
needs and expectations, informed how customer focus was mobilised to critique and reconfigure the 
branch’s compliance practices.  
  
Chapter 6. Customer focus beyond voluntary compliance: 
Exploring the relationship between customer focus, 
coercion and cultural prejudice 
This chapter explores the relationship between customer focus and the strategies and techniques that 
inform compliance practices in the urban governance context. Any attempt to integrate customer 
focus with compliance services must confront the problem of how to accommodate customer needs 
and preferences in the delivery of a service that is defined by its reliance on punishment and coercion 
to achieve its objectives. This raises important questions about how customer focus interacts with the 
forms of coercion and punishment that compliance entails, and what effect this has on how the state 
deploys its coercive powers. It is the aim of this chapter to address these questions.  
As discussed in Chapter Two, previous research conducted in the field of regulatory studies suggests 
that compliance-oriented services manage the tension between customer focus and coercion by 
linking customer focus with the pursuit of voluntary compliance (Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; 
Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000; Tuck, 2013). Voluntary compliance entails regulatory 
personnel deferring the use coercion or punishment in order to provide regulatees with the opportunity 
to remedy compliance issues themselves. Customer focus is believed to contribute to voluntary 
compliance by focusing attention on what regulatees qua customers need in order to bring their own 
conduct into compliance (e.g. education, advice, flexibility, etc.). On this view, coercion enters the 
picture when customer focus tactics fail to achieve voluntary and punitive sanctions or other coercive 
measures are invoked to compel regulatees to comply. For the regulatory studies literature, then, 
customer focus and coercion are mutually exclusive: the latter picks up where the former reaches its 
effective limit.  
In the first half of the chapter I argue that whilst customer focus is indeed deployed to promote 
voluntary compliance in the way that the regulatory studies literature suggests, it can also inform the 
use of punishment and coercion. I demonstrate this by describing how the goal of reducing avoidable 
contacts compelled Council’s compliance branch to apply customer focus to all stages of the 
compliance process and to all of the different customers that are implicated in this process. I show 
how the existence of complainants who are demanding timely compliance outcomes from council 
means that there are cases where being customer focused is seen to require the use of coercion in 
order to meet the complainant-customer’s expectations. I also show how customer focus is used to 
reflect upon how coercion is applied in these kinds of cases in order to minimise the reasons for an 
105 
 
offender to complain to their local councillor, appeal a fine or making some other kind of avoidable 
contact.  
In the second half of the chapter, I examine the impact that customer focus has on compliance decision 
making and particularly whether the integration of customer focus with compliance leads to cultural 
prejudices informing when compliance officers deploy punitive sanctions. Some scholars of public 
sector reform have suggested that customer focus has the potential to facilitate bias, and thus 
perpetuate inequality, by encouraging staff to responds to customer preferences on a discretionary 
basis (Fountain, 2001; Hood et al., 1996; Jung, 2010). I argue that the assemblage of customer focus 
and community-oriented discourses does indeed encourage compliance officers to draw on cultural 
assumptions about what is and is not ‘reasonable’ when making compliance decisions. However, this 
does not appear to perpetuate inequality or disadvantage in any systematic fashion, for compliance 
officers invoke cultural assumptions about reasonableness to justify the lenient treatment of both 
valorised and vulnerable groups.  
In the next section of the chapter, I begin by describing how Council’s compliance strategy provides 
its compliance officers with a tool for deciding when to persuade and when to punish that is based on 
the risk-logic of responsive regulation. I also describe how this tool is deployed in different ways 
depending upon whether it is deployed in security- or nuisance-oriented governmental practices. 
Following this, I describe how customer focus is implicated in this assemblage of compliance 
processes and practices, and demonstrate how it is articulated with both voluntary compliance and 
the use of punitive sanctions. In the final section of the chapter I analyse how this customer focus-
infused compliance strategy is assembled with what I call the ‘demotic gaze’, and I outline the 
implications of this in terms of allowing cultural prejudices to influence when coercion is deployed 
and when it is suspended.  
Council’s compliance strategy and processes 
In order to understand how customer focus was used to reflect upon and reconfigure Council’s 
compliance practices, it is first necessary to describe the overarching strategy that informed those 
practices. As can be seen in figure three below, this strategy takes the form of the enforcement 
pyramid developed by Ayres and Braithwaite (1992) in their theory of responsive regulation, which 
I outlined in Chapter Two. In accordance with that theory, the strategy implies that most 
offenders/regulatees will comply in response to measures aimed at facilitating voluntary compliance, 
such as ‘education and awareness’, and ‘instruction and negotiation’ proposed at the lower levels of 
the pyramid. However, there will be some regulatees/offenders who ignore these gentler measures 
and whose compliance must instead be secured through more punitive and coercive means, such PINs 
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(‘Prescribed Infringement Notices’, i.e. fines), legal notices, property seizure and, in the most extreme 
cases, prosecution.  
 
 
Figure 3. Council’s Compliance Strategy (from the compliance branch’s Operational Strategy & 
Business Plan 2013/14) 
 
As stated in Chapter Three, regulatory scholars, such as Tombs and Whyte (2013), conceptualise 
responsive regulation as a risk-based regulatory strategy. The reason for this is that it employs 
calculations about the risk of noncompliance that a given regulatee represents in order to decide 
whether they ought to be subject to coercive enforcement or the enabling techniques associated 
voluntary compliance. As can be seen in the compliance branch’s operational strategy (see figure 3), 
the regulated population is segmented based upon their disposition or attitude towards compliance 
and the subsequent risk that they pose to the public. The text accompanying the figure states that 
‘…the diagram above illustrates some of the key compliance and enforcement tools against a 
background of engagement or commitment by people involved…’ (Operational Strategy & Business 
Plan 2013/14, my emphasis). In regulatory studies, these different segments are known as 
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‘compliance postures’ (V. Braithwaite, 1995) and are derived from empirical research on the differing 
motivations of regulatees and their respective responses to different kinds of regulatory techniques 
(for example, see Ayers & Braithwaite 1992: 21-27). Furnished with these generic, expert-generated 
categories, regulators are able to determine which risk category a regulatee belongs to using the tit-
for-tat mechanism built into the enforcement pyramid (i.e. on the basis of how they have responded 
to previous efforts to secure their compliance).  
In practice, this strategy is deployed in different ways depending upon where in the assemblage of 
urban governance processes and objectives it is deployed in. As alluded to in the previous chapter, 
Council’s compliance activities take two basic forms, each of which implicates different types of 
customers and different types of customer relationships. Firstly, there is the governance of nuisance 
problems through the practice of ‘reactive compliance’. As the reader will recall from Chapter Three, 
nuisance is a relational phenomenon that entails one party’s conduct disturbing or bothering another 
party (Cooper, 2002). Nuisance governance, then, entails urban authorities trying to ‘abate’ nuisances 
that have already been experienced, usually in response to a complaint from the party who is 
experiencing them (Valverde, 2011). This is important, for, as I will explain in a moment, the 
relational and reactive nature of nuisance governance shapes the way in which customer focus is 
deployed in reactive compliance.  
Council’s reactive compliance activities entail compliance officers responding to complaints about a 
range of nuisance issues, common examples of which are barking dogs, overgrown yards and parking 
issues in residential streets. Once officers have substantiated the complaint, their role is to work with 
the offender to achieve a compliance outcome that satisfies the complainant’s expectations in a 
reasonable timeframe. In doing this, officers are expected to employ the enforcement pyramid when 
deciding what measures to use to get the offender to comply. Thus, they will usually begin with more 
lenient practices aimed at voluntary compliance, such as ‘education’ and ‘negotiation’, and then 
progress to more directive, coercive and then punitive measures if the offender fails to bring their 
conduct into compliance.  
Secondly, Council’s compliance branch also engages in a range of proactive compliance activities, 
where compliance officers conduct targeted patrols to detect and penalise specific kinds of offences. 
The main substantive targets of proactive compliance are illegal parking, littering and dogs off-leash 
(having a dog off-leash in public, except in a designated off-leash area, is defined as an offence under 
local laws that Council enforces). Although many of these offences look like nuisance-type problems, 
the fact that they are enforced proactively means that it is more accurate to identify proactive 
compliance with the form of power that Foucault (2007) called ‘security’, which I described in 
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Chapter Three. Unlike the nuisance governance strategies employed in reactive compliance, proactive 
compliance is not concerned with ‘abating’ the impact of an individual offender’s conduct on an 
individual complainant. Rather, its aim is to shape the overall distribution of offences by using 
punitive sanctions, such as fines, to create a deterrence—or, if we follow O’Malley’s (2009b) 
argument about the consumerist logic behind the use of administrative fines, to send a ‘price signal’ 
to potential offenders to stabilise the market in regulated behaviours (e.g. illegal parking) at 
acceptable levels. 
The fact that security is concerned with aggregate rather than individual offences shapes how the 
enforcement pyramid and the risk-logic of responsive regulation inform the practices of officers on 
proactive compliance duties. Namely, it means that the tit-for-tat mechanism of the enforcement 
pyramid is applied at the level of the population, rather than to specific individual offenders. Thus, 
the earlier, more persuasive and facilitative stages of the pyramid prescribe broad education 
campaigns that employ ‘brochures and marketing’ (see Figure 3 above) that inform the regulated 
population of its compliance obligations. Proactive enforcement is understood as the next stage in the 
tit-for-tat game. Individual offenders encountered here are therefore seen as having ignored the 
invitation to voluntary compliance directed at the broader population and are subsequently subject to 
punitive sanctions without further warning or opportunity to make good their offences (e.g. by picking 
up their cigarette butt, moving their car from a loading zone or putting their dog on a leash).  
The different scales, targets and logic of reactive and proactive compliance, along with the way in 
which the enforcement pyramid was deployed therein, had important consequences for how customer 
focus was deployed in each of these domains. A key reason for this is that these different modes of 
compliance invoke different kinds of customers who occupy very different positions in relation to the 
branch’s compliance objectives and processes. Indeed, as we saw in Chapter Five, although the 
compliance branch ascribed both epistemic and customer service needs to each of their customers, 
these took different forms and were emphasised to different degrees depending upon the type of 
customer in question. As I explain below, reflection on these needs meant that the branch not only 
reflected upon how customer focus could help them facilitate voluntary compliance, as the regulatory 
studies literature has suggested (Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 
2000; Tuck, 2013). Rather, it also entailed reflection upon when and how officers deploy coercion 
and punitive sanctions in response to the tit-for-tat logic of the enforcement pyramid.  
Customer focus in reactive compliance 
In reactive compliance, customer focus entails considering the needs of at least two individual 
customers when making any decision about how to pursue compliance: an alleged offender and at 
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least one complainant. As noted in the previous chapter, although both types of customer are seen as 
having certain generic needs in common (what I termed their ‘epistemic’ and ‘customer service’ 
needs), the content of these needs and the manner in which they are attended to varies in relation to 
the customer’s relationship with the compliance branch. The alleged offender’s epistemic needs are 
constructed in relation to the goal of achieving a compliance outcome for the complainant. Once the 
compliance officer has established that an offence has been/is being committed, their first response 
is to educate, instruct and try to persuade the offender to remedy the breach ‘voluntarily’ in 
accordance with the early stages of the enforcement pyramid (see above). In this regard, customer 
focus is mobilised to help facilitate voluntary compliance in much the same manner described in the 
regulatory studies literature (Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000; 
Tuck, 2013; Tuck et al., 2011). That is, during an officer’s initial interactions with an alleged offender, 
being customer focused entails adopting a lenient and ‘dialogic’ approach to securing compliance 
(Clarke et al., 2007, p. 120).  
Dialogic compliance techniques involve officers ‘educating’ offender-customers about their 
compliance obligations and negotiating a reasonable timeframe and pathway for the latter to meet 
these obligations. I witnessed a number of instances of officers employing this dialogic approach 
when conducting participant observation. In one fairly typical instance, an officer from the team that 
responds to visual amenity complaints casually negotiated with an offender-customer whose large 
mango tree was breaching Council’s Health Safety and Amenity Local Law. The tree was in breach 
of two aspects of the law: 1) it was hanging too low over the footpath; and 2) it was dropping large 
quantities of fruit onto the footpath and road, one of which had struck the complainant’s car and 
prompted them to complain. My field notes record the encounter as follows: 
The tree itself is a very large mango tree and there is a lot of fallen fruit that has been swept 
off the footpath and onto the verge. In response to Lorry’s [the compliance officer] request, 
the customer states that she is happy to remove the fruit but wants to do it herself so it can be 
used as fertiliser in her garden and not ‘wasted’. Lorry also informs her that the tree is hanging 
too low over the footpath. To demonstrate this, he walks under the tree with his hand in the 
air. As the leaves brush against the palm of his hand, he explains that this is roughly the height 
that overhanging branches must be above. Lorry then requests that the customer or her 
husband trim the branches back to regulation height within the next seven days (the standard 
period for compliance for this kind of infringement as per Council protocol). The customer 
states that she is happy to comply but requests a slightly longer timeframe as her family is 
away this coming weekend and her husband works late during the week. Lorry readily agrees 
to come back in a revised period of 12 days to inspect, giving the customer a second weekend 
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to do the job. Lorry records some notes and takes some photos of the tree and the dropped 
fruit and then we leave. (Field notes, Feb 2014) 
As can be seen in this example, the compliance officer employs the kind of dialogic and enabling 
techniques associated with the early stages of the enforcement pyramid, and does this in a manner 
that is sensitive to the offender-customer’s needs. He ‘educates’ the customer, communicating in a 
simple and accessible way by demonstrating the required height of overhanging branches with his 
arm-in-the-air technique; and he negotiates a timeframe for trimming back the branches that is 
responsive to the customer’s stated circumstances. All of this is consistent with how existing studies 
describe the use of customer focus when dealing with regulatees (Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; 
Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000; Tuck, 2013; Tuck et al., 2011). 
Yet, the relationship between customer focus and the compliance branch's responsive regulatory 
strategy become more complicated when we bring the complainant into the picture. As the reader will 
recall from the previous chapter, the epistemic needs of complainants are constructed over and against 
their demand for a satisfactory regulatory outcome; that is, their demand for Council to put an end to 
the nuisance that the alleged offender’s conduct is causing them. On the one hand, being customer 
focused here requires that officers make sure that a complainant has ‘realistic’ expectations about the 
kinds of outcomes that are practically achievable in a given case given the constraints set by available 
laws, the nature of the case (e.g. the time it might take to retrain a barking dog) and the offender’s 
circumstances (e.g. their ability to meet the financial costs associated with compliance, such as paying 
a professional dog trainer). As described in the previous chapter, this requires that that officers attend 
to the epistemic needs of complainants through the use of dialogic techniques (education, negotiation) 
as we saw with alleged offenders.  
Yet, when a complainant’s expectations are deemed ‘realistic’, compliance officers must also attend 
to their ‘customer service’ need for responsive and timely outcome. This puts limits on the extent to 
which they can employ facilitative and dialogic techniques when dealing with offenders, such as 
negotiating lenient timeframes for achieving compliance. Indeed, it constitutes a customer focused 
reason to move up the enforcement pyramid and employ punitive sanctions more quickly, especially 
in cases where offenders are perceived as unresponsive to persuasion.  
This point was expressed to me by staff from the customer focus team as well as senior staff from the 
compliance branch who were keen to combat what they perceived as a one-sided understanding of 
customer focus that ignored the needs of complainants. Interestingly, the problem, as understood by 
these staff, was that compliance officers tended to take a view similar to that taken in the regulatory 
studies literature which reduces customer focus to the pursuit of voluntary compliance (Aberbach & 
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Christensen, 2007; Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000; Tuck, 2013; Tuck et al., 2011). For 
example, Simon from the compliance branch management team claimed that some officers saw 
customer focus as meaning that they can continue to employ dialogic techniques in circumstances 
where they would otherwise have moved to the use of punitive sanctions in accordance with tit-for-
tat logic of responsive regulation.  
There are circumstances where our officers don’t take action where they might and should. If 
you identify an offence and you’ve assessed it against the legislation and you’ve got all the 
evidence you need and you’ve applied some of the checks and balances in your decision 
making, [then] take action. Some officers and some disciplines over the past couple of years 
have used the mantra of customer focus to not take action… Customer focus doesn’t mean 
not taking action or giving the customer everything they want. For every job that’s delayed 
by that, say, with an offender through being customer focused and getting a negotiated, 
mediated outcome in the officer’s head… we’ve got a complainant who rightfully is saying 
‘Well there’s an offence. Why haven’t you issued a [compliance] notice?’  
Here, Simon states that the presence of a complainant—a customer who is expecting a compliance 
outcome—means that the use of punitive sanctions or other coercive measures when offenders were 
not responsive to the invitation to comply voluntarily is actually warranted on customer focus 
grounds.  
Although bringing the complainant’s needs into the picture highlights the fact that compliance 
officers cannot pursue voluntary compliance indefinitely, this does not mean there comes a point in 
the relationship between compliance officers and offenders when customer focus no longer applies 
because punitive or coercive techniques must be deployed (cf. Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; Alford 
& Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000; Tuck, 2013; Tuck et al., 2011). Instead, the deployment of punitive 
and coercive measures must also be done in a customer focused way. Continuing the quote presented 
above, Simon went on to explain: 
So probably paraphrasing all of that, there are some parts of the branch that use the attention 
on customer focus as a means of really not taking action and I think in areas like barking dogs, 
animal noise nuisance, those kind of things where it just drags on and on and on. It’s like 
‘Take some bloody action, customer focused action! Explain why you’re taking the action. 
Explain if you’re issuing a direction notice, if you’re issuing a notice to remedy, whatever it 
may be’. Customer focus means explaining why you’re doing it, what the ramifications are 
and being respectful and courteous and making sure they’ve got contact details to take with 
you. That’s still customer focus. (Simon, branch management team) 
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What we see here is that treating offenders in a customer focus way does not mean delaying coercive 
enforcement measures in order to continue to pursue voluntary compliance; rather it entails deploying 
coercion/punitive sanctions in a manner that is sensitive to offender-customers’ epistemic and 
customer service needs. Thus, customer focus here concerns how officers conduct themselves when 
taking coercive enforcement action, namely that they are professional, polite, respectful and 
courteous. However, it also entails officers attending to the specific set of epistemic needs that arise 
in offenders in the enforcement situation. Namely, it is important that offenders understand why they 
are being subject to coercion and for officers to explain this to them in a clear, simple and respectful 
way. The aim here is, of course, to convince offenders that they have been treated fairly and thus 
discourage them from engaging in the kind of ‘avoidable contacts’ that customer focus was originally 
developed to address. I will return to this point in the final section of the chapter, below. 
Customer focused persuasion and punishment in proactive compliance 
As we saw above, proactive compliance differs from reactive compliance in that it applies the risk 
logic of the enforcement pyramid at the level of aggregate rather than individual offences. This means 
that lower-rung measures aimed at promoting voluntary compliance are deployed at the population 
level in the form of broad education or marketing-type campaigns. Thus the proactive identification 
and enforcement of offences is conducted on the basis that individual offenders have already been 
given a chance to comply with local laws voluntarily and have responded to that opportunity by 
engaging in non-compliant behaviours anyway. The result of this is that all individual offenders 
encountered in proactive compliance operations will be subjected to punitive sanctions unless they 
can point to some extenuating circumstances.  
What this means is that customer focus in proactive compliance is primarily about how officers 
employ coercion or punitive sanctions, and is almost never about facilitating voluntary compliance. 
It is therefore almost the complete inversion of the picture of customer focus offered in previous 
studies, where customer focus was seen to exclusive concern voluntary compliance and where 
punishment and coercion were seen as beyond its purview (Aberbach & Christensen 2007; Alford & 
Speed 2006; Sparrow 2000; Tuck 2013). Given that voluntary compliance is pursued at the aggregate 
level, consideration of the individual offender-customer’s needs is undertaken in the same way as it 
is for an offender in reactive compliance who has ignored the invitation to voluntary compliance. 
That is, compliance officers are required to deploy punitive sanctions in a manner that is sensitive to 
the offender’s ‘customer service’ needs for professional, fair and respectful treatment; and to attend 
to their epistemic need for an explanation of why they are being punished. Therefore, as a senior 
officer from the parking team explained, customer focus for him and his staff is primarily about ‘how’ 
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they go about parking enforcement (how they conduct themselves) and trying to get offender-
customers to understand and acknowledge what they have done something wrong to prevent 
avoidable contacts. 
My understanding of customer service is how you go about delivering what you have to do. 
It’s your approach, your mannerism and how you explain it to the client and whether you get 
them to fully understand. I’ve dealt with a lot of people [who], at the end of it, when we 
finished off… shook my hand even though I issued them with infringements. It’s more 
explaining why we do what we do, and explaining to people the need to do what we do and 
the benefits from it and then you get the offenders to realise what these guys actually do makes 
a difference. (Marvin, Team Leader) 
It should be acknowledged that there are some cases in proactive compliance where customer focus 
does not lead to the use of punishment and coercion and instead entails their suspension, despite the 
fact that their use is warranted by the tit-for-tat logic of responsive regulation. These are cases where 
the offence is very minor or marginal (e.g. a parking offender who has only overstayed their meter 
by a few minutes), or where offenders are able to convincingly demonstrate extenuating 
circumstances regarding their offence (e.g. their car had broken down, they are a tourist from another 
country, etc.), being customer focused entails making an exception and withholding punitive 
sanctions in this instance. As Alford and Speed (2006), who also identify this practice amongst 
regulators adopting a customer focus, show, excepting offenders from punishment in marginal cases 
constitutes, in social exchange terms, an act of ‘gift giving’ which encourages reciprocity in the form 
of voluntary compliance. However, I would add to this that the practice of making exceptions also 
serves to reinforce the connection between customer focus and coercion and punishment in proactive 
compliance, as it helps to constitute the usual application of customer focus to coercion as normal 
and legitimate.  
Much has been made of ‘the exception’ by scholars who are keen to demonstrate the continued 
salience of sovereign power in contemporary liberal societies (Agamben, 1998, 2005; Dean, 2002b, 
2013). For these scholars, the exception is often characterised as the power of the political sovereign 
to declare states of emergency where the rule of law is suspended and their own discretionary power, 
and their power to punish or coerce, becomes absolute. However, as noted in Chapter Three, the 
exception has also been shown to operate in more mundane and routine ways (Aitken, 2008; Lippert 
& Williams, 2012), often through the discretionary decisions of bureaucrats and other frontline 
governmental agents, who Butler (2006) has termed ‘petty sovereigns’. As Lippert and Williams 
(2012) demonstrate, in these cases, rather than being the result of the autonomous decisions of 
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particular individuals, exceptions tend to be shaped by a particular logic or strategy that leads to the 
suspension of coercion or punishment in cases where it would otherwise be mandated. Customer 
focus provides compliance officers with precisely such a logic or strategy for making exceptions in a 
more or less routine manner. For example, when conducting participant observation with the litter 
team as they patrolled the city’s entertainment precinct on a Friday night, I observed an officer decide 
not to fine a French tourist for throwing her cigarette butt in the gutter, whereas he would go on to 
fine around 30 other people for the same or similar offences that same evening. My field notes record 
the incident as follows. 
As we walk back down the street, Sam [the compliance officer] spots a young woman ditch 
her cigarette butt in the gutter as she crosses the street. He hails her and she stops, looking 
rather anxious. After explaining the offence to her, he discovers that she is a French 
backpacker on a one year working Visa. She claims to have only recently arrived in Australia 
and to be ignorant of the city’s litter laws, which apparently do not exist in France. Self-
consciously and perhaps partially for my benefit, Sam tells her that he’s going to ‘give her a 
bit of customer service’ and issue a warning notice rather than fine in this instance, although 
he warns her that she will be fined if caught littering again in the future. (Field notes, March 
2014) 
As Agamben (1998) argues in relation to the law in general, the existence of exceptions does not 
undermine the rule, rather it serves to constitute and maintain it. Something similar can be said of the 
relationship between customer focus and the exception in proactive enforcement. Although customer 
focus may lead officers to suspend the use of punitive sanctions in some cases, such as in the case of 
the French tourist, this only serves to reinforce/legitimise its use in other cases where no exceptional 
circumstances exist to support the application of punitive sanctions and to try to prevent avoidable 
contacts.  
Reducing avoidable contacts as reinforcing cultural bias? 
Thus far in this chapter, I have shown that customer focus was mobilized by Council’s compliance 
branch to reflect on their full suite of compliance practices, including the use of coercion and punitive 
sanctions, over and against the objective of reducing avoidable contacts.  In the remainder of the 
chapter, I analyse whether mobilizing customer focus in this way can serve to reinforce and 
potentially deepen the cultural prejudices that characterize the governance of urbanism both 
historically and in the present. As Valverde (2012, p. 49) has shown, both the laws and the practices 
of nuisance governance have historically favoured ‘the cultural preferences of [white], middle-aged, 
middle-class, married folks who own and lovingly tend a piece of urban property’, and continue to 
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do so today. Similarly, urban security practices, such the regulation of pedestrian traffic, are based on 
cultural assumptions about the kinds of people or conduct that are acceptable in certain urban 
centres—assumptions that tend to privilege the interests of middle class consumers and exclude 
disadvantaged or other culturally subordinate groups, such as youth and homeless people (Blomley, 
2011).  
We might expect customer focus to perpetuate these prejudices. As Fountain (2001) has suggested in 
relation to public services more broadly, customer focus affords greater levels of discretion to 
frontline staff and discretion has been shown to result in a reliance upon routinized stereotyping of 
public service users (Lipsky, 1980). It seems even more likely that customer focus will perpetuate 
prejudices in a case like Council’s compliance branch where it is articulated with the discourse of 
community. For, this discourse makes it possible for compliance officers to distinguish between 
customers who are ‘ordinary’, ‘reasonable’ members of the community and those that are 
‘unreasonable’ and ‘irresponsible’ because their expectations or actions do not conform to Council’s 
version of community values. As I demonstrate below, my fieldwork revealed that compliance 
officers were indeed encouraged draw upon cultural assumptions regarding ‘reasonableness’ when 
deciding when and how to deploy punitive sanctions; and that this was done in the name of improving 
customer focus. However, this led to some somewhat unexpected outcomes, in that customer focus 
allowed compliance officers to treat sympathetically groups experiencing hardship, such as the 
unemployed, as well as to culturally valorised groups, like ‘working people’. I suggest that this 
reflects the diverse and discordant nature of the demotic perspectives that officers draw upon when 
reflecting upon what is reasonable by community standards. I also suggest that the danger in 
integrating customer focus with compliance decision making may lie less in the privileging of certain 
groups  and more in the fact it works to minimise the accountability of those decisions by reducing 
avoidable contacts.  
Interiorising the ‘demotic gaze’ 
As I argued in Chapter Five, Council’s compliance branch understands its customers as members of 
a natural, pre-political ‘community’ who are already accountable to a set of shared values and social 
norms (Rose, 1999). It therefore encourages its officers to always try to make decisions and to treat 
people in a manner that is reasonable by community standards. On the one hand, invoking the 
community as a customer is partly an exercise in ‘demotic populism’ (Clarke et al., 2007, pp. 11, 37) 
in that it seeks to legitimate the compliance branch’s authority by grounding it in the norms, values 
and expectations of ‘ordinary’ members of the community. On the other hand, it is also a way of 
dealing with the multiple types of customers that urban compliance practices invoke; customers who 
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exist at different scales (individual and collective) and who often have competing interests (i.e. 
offenders/regulatees who desire leniency and enabling approaches to compliance versus complainants 
who desire timely outcomes). That is, by construing all of their customers as members of a single 
local-moral community, the branch is able to treat them as a homogeneous cultural body that has a 
shared sense of what is ‘reasonable’ and what is not. This allows for a distinction to be made between 
‘reasonable customers’, whose values and dispositions reflect those of any ‘ordinary’ member of the 
community, and ‘unreasonable customers’ who require education and, in some cases, punishment, 
coercion or abandonment to bring their conduct into line with community expectations.  
This demotic conception of ‘reasonableness’ as relative to values and expectations of ‘ordinary’ 
members of the community plays a key role in helping officers to decide when to pursue voluntary 
compliance and when to deploy coercive or punitive sanctions. Of course, the risk-logic of responsive 
regulation and the enforcement pyramid already provides them with the primary tool for doing this. 
However, in addition to this, officers are also encouraged to employ what I call the ‘demotic gaze’ to 
help ensure their assessment of the risk and enforceability of an offender’s conduct in any given case 
is reasonable by community standards. By ‘demotic gaze’, I mean the gaze that is cast upon the 
conduct of the branch and its staff by customers qua members of the community. As Keagan, a 
compliance officer from the suburban amenity team, explained to me during my participant 
observation, officers are taught that they have a thoroughly ‘public job’. Their job is ‘public’, not 
only in the bureaucratic sense that they are public servants and are therefore formally accountable to 
the public, but also in the sense that they are highly visible to members of the public as they travel 
the city streets in their Council uniforms and marked Council vehicles. For this reason, Keagan 
elaborated, compliance officers are taught to always ‘do the right thing’ and act in a ‘fair and 
reasonable’ manner, as they ‘never know who is watching’. In other words, because officers are 
always potentially under the gaze of the community and thus subject to its demotic judgements 
regarding the ‘reasonableness’ of their actions, it is important for them to reflect on their conduct 
from this demotic perspective; a process we might call, mimicking Foucault’s (1977) claims about 
Panopticism, the interiorisation of the demotic gaze.  
The demotic gaze is both real and constructed. It is real in the sense that it is derived by the compliance 
branch from the actual responses of members of the community to their compliance decisions and 
practices, whether ascertained in person, through ‘avoidable contacts’ (such as appeals or complaints 
about officers’ conduct) or, in particularly controversial cases, through the way their decisions are 
represented in the media. The demotic gaze is constructed in the sense that compliance officers 
employ techniques for harnessing and processing these responses that help them to sort the ‘ordinary’ 
and ‘reasonable’ from the ‘extraordinary’ and ‘unreasonable’, and thus create something like a 
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coherent set of principles or a form of common-sense reasoning that represents the perspective of the 
community.  
Compliance officers are taught specific techniques to help them to reflect upon whether their 
compliance practices and decisions are ‘reasonable’ by community standards, and thus to help them 
interiorise the demotic gaze. As I will describe in more detail in a moment, these techniques entailed 
compliance officers reflecting upon how their decisions or conduct would be judged in key sites 
where community expectations are brought to bear, namely in local courts (the magistrates court) and 
in the local newspaper. These techniques were often presented to me as examples of customer focused 
regulation by participants in my fieldwork. However, Valverde (2012) has shown that the practice of 
invoking demotic standards of ‘reasonableness’ has a history in urban governance that precedes the 
rise of customer focus and NPM. In relation to the invocation of city courts as a site where 
reasonableness is adjudicated, Valverde (2012) explains that reasonableness is associated with the 
‘‘reasonable person’ legal traditional’ that has long been used in the common law definition of 
‘nuisance’ to deal with urban disturbances and disputes. To determine whether certain actions or types 
of conduct are enforceable as a public or private nuisance, courts question ‘whether a reasonable 
person would tolerate a disturbance’ because it’s a normal and predicable part of the ‘urban fabric’ 
(Valverde 2012: 57). In her study of urban governance in Toronto, Canada, Valverde (2012) argues 
that this legal understanding of the ‘reasonable person’ filters down into the practices of the city’s 
compliance officers—or ‘city inspectors’ as they are known in Toronto—where it is used to inform 
their enforcement decisions.  
For each area of law, there are leading cases that set out some parameters for reasonableness. 
These may not be known to city inspectors; but they are certainly known to the city solicitors 
who would have to pursue a formal prosecution, if the matter went that far. And observing 
municipal inspectors at work, one sees very clearly that the reasonable person—who also goes 
by the name of ‘local custom’—is invisibly perched on their shoulders, as they decide when 
to let things go, when to issue a written warning, and when to lay a charge. (Valverde 2012: 
58) 
As noted above, courts also appear to be a source of knowledge about what is and is not reasonable 
for Council’s compliance branch. Here, a common technique taught to officers to help them to make 
reasonable decisions is to ask themselves ‘would my decision hold up in court?’ This reflexive 
exercise was brought up a number of times during my participant observations and interviews. In one 
instance, a compliance officer conducting reactive parking inspections, Maureen, invoked this 
technique to explain to me why she issued a warning notice to a vehicle that was the object of a 
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complaint because it was parked too close to an intersection. Parking with 10 metres of an intersection 
is prohibited by a state law that Council is responsible for enforcing; and, upon inspection, Maureen 
discovered that the vehicle in question was slightly within the restricted area (it was around nine 
meters from the intersection). Maureen explained that she needed to take some kind of enforcement 
action as the complainant had made multiple complaints about the issue in the past—and, as we saw 
above, failing to take action in such cases is seen as the kind of decision that might lead the 
complainant to make an avoidable contact. However, Maureen decided to issue a warning notice 
rather than a fine as she did not believe that a fine would ‘stand up in court’ if it were appealed by the 
offender, based on the fact that it is ‘unreasonable’ to fine someone $110 over a trifling one metre. In 
this case, and others like it, court is seen as a site of veridiction where what counts reasonable by 
community standards is decided upon. Therefore, imaging how their decisions would hold up in court 
is a way for officers to harness the demotic gaze.  
Yet, courts and common law are not the only source of demotic knowledge for Council’s compliance 
branch. Another key example of a technique used to interiorise the demotic gaze is what is known 
variously as the ‘publicity test’, ‘newspaper test’ or ‘front page test’ (S. Baker, 1997; Kidder, 1995; 
Maddalena, 2007). This well-known practice is commonly used by bureaucrats and other of political 
authorities to consider whether their decisions are ethical and aligned with the public interest. 
According to Kidder (1995, p. 184), an ethicist who is commonly cited as the primary source of this 
test, it entails asking oneself the question ‘How would you feel if what you are about to do showed 
up tomorrow morning on the front pages of the nation’s newspapers?’ The local version of this test 
within Council is the ‘Daily Post Test’, named after the city’s sole print newspaper, The Daily Post, 
which is well known for its right-wing editorial bias.4 The Daily Post Test is a key technique supplied 
to officers to help them to interiorise and deploy the demotic gaze in their decision making. As 
explained to me by Keagan, the suburban amenity officer mentioned above, by asking themselves 
‘how would my actions look to people if they read about them in the Daily Post?’, compliance officers 
try to ensure that they are treating individual customers in a way that is reasonable by community 
standards and thus navigate the ‘public’ nature of their job.  
As well as supplying officers with these techniques for interiorising the demotic gaze, Council’s 
compliance branch provides them with practical training on how to make reasonable enforcement 
decisions in cases where exceptional circumstances call for the suspension of usual enforcement 
practices and the tit-for-tat logic of the enforcement pyramid. As explain by Marvin, a team leader, 
in the interview exchange presented below, staff in leadership positions will often run training 
                                                 
4 I have replaced the name of the newspaper with a pseudonym in order to minimise the possibility of the city, and thus 
Council and its staff, from being identifiable.  
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sessions where they discuss concrete cases where officers have taken enforcement action that has led 
to avoidable contacts (usually appealed fines). The aim of this exercise is to provide officers with the 
kind of experiential, case based knowledge that they believe the correct deployment of the demotic 
gaze requires. After describing how the use of discretion when deciding when to make an exception 
is circumstantial and cannot be addressed by a general rule, Marvin went on to explain: 
Marvin: So it’s difficult for officers to understand it and therefore we have supervisors and 
myself that facilitate this process and try and get them to understand it by doing PowerPoint 
presentations, explaining the different circumstances. 
Andrew: So you actually talk them through examples and that kind of stuff and try and teach 
them? 
Marvin: Yes, every one that comes up now we document it and we archive it for the future 
people that come through the work area. So every time they come through we give them the 
heads up rather than going through the process of going out and enforcing an area we’re not 
supposed to and then realising ‘Oh, we’re not supposed to do that’. So now from the outset 
we document it, we have a file everyone can go through. It’s constantly reviewed. 
Through training practices, such as this, and through the dissemination of techniques for interiorising 
and deploying the demotic gaze, compliance officers are taught to invoke community standards of 
reasonableness to decide when to enable and persuade and when to coerce and punish.  
The practice of harnessing the demotic gaze to inform compliance/enforcement decision making also 
highlights the rather different way that notions of community are incorporated in the compliance 
branch’s governmental strategies compared with the community-oriented urban governance 
strategies observed in previous studies. As noted in Chapter Two, community is often invoked in 
urban governance strategies for governing nuisance conduct ‘at a distance’. This entails urban 
authorities seeking to establish partnerships with community organisations or communities 
themselves in order to enrol them in the process of identifying and responding to nuisance conduct. 
For example, existing studies have described attempts by city governments and other urban 
authorities to constitute urban population groups, from public housing tenants to the residents of 
master planned estates, as self-governing communities who proactively monitor, regulate and report 
conduct that does not fit with community norms (Cheshire et al., 2009; Flint & Nixon, 2006).  
In contrast to this, Council’s compliance branch sees itself as the primary enforcer of community 
norms, values and expectations, rather than seeing this as something the community itself can achieve 
through supported self-regulation. This is reflected in the practice of training officers to harness the 
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demotic gaze—that is, the putative gaze of ordinary members of the community—when making 
compliance/enforcement decisions. This practice adds weight to Dean’s (2002a) assertion that the 
values of community or other instantiations of civil society may be harnessed to a variety of governing 
strategies that are not reducible to advanced liberal strategies of governing at a distance (see Chapter 
Three). Indeed, the way that community values are invoked by Council reflects what Dean (2002a, 
p. 45) calls the ‘refolding of the real or ideal values and conduct of civil society onto the political’; a 
process where the state mobilises its coercive powers to enforce what it takes to be community norms 
and values. 
This is not to say that the compliance branch does not deploy strategies for governing the community 
‘at a distance’, for there are indeed instances where it deploys these kinds of strategies when trying 
to facilitate voluntary compliance. However, consistent with Council’s overarching compliance 
strategy (see above), the deployment of these strategies for governing community at a distance are 
always backed up by coercive practices that enable Council to ensure that community values are 
upheld. For example, when someone complains about his or her neighbour’s dog barking they are 
sent a letter encouraging them to ‘Speak to your neighbour about the noise nuisance. A personal 
approach in a non-confrontational way could provide positive changes’. Similar advice is provided 
on Council’s website on a page dedicated to the problem of barking dogs. The website states: 
If your neighbour's dog is barking excessively, you can try approaching the dog's owner. The 
owner may not realise the barking is an issue because the: 
 dog may only bark a lot when the owner is away 
 owner may not hear the barking from areas inside the house 
 owner may be a very sound sleeper and not be woken up when the dog barks 
The website also provides a letter template ‘for neighbours to use if they would like to communicate 
to the dog owner about the problem’ (see Appendix C for a copy of the template). This strategy clearly 
aims to facilitate the resolution of nuisance issues ‘at a distance’ by facilitating the kinds of 
neighbourly interactions through which communities to self-regulate. The strategy also presupposes 
that the parties to the dispute have sufficient shared values and norms to be able to agree that the 
dog’s barking is a problem and to agree upon how to resolve it. However, the compliance branch 
acknowledges that many (if not most) barking dog complainants cannot or will not be resolved in this 
way and will instead require the intervention of compliance officers. Indeed, following the advice on 
engaging with one’s neighbour outlined above, Council’s website goes onto to explain that 
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If you are not comfortable approaching the owner when the dog barks excessively, or if the 
dog continues to bark after the owner has had time to resolve the problem, you can report the 
issue to [Council]. 
The website then goes onto explain the procedure that compliance officers employ to respond to the 
noise nuisance, which begins with advising the dog owner on how to reduce the barking and escalates 
to the issuing of fines and potentially to the seizure of the dog if compliance is not achieved—a 
process clearly informed by the enforcement pyramid discussed in the first section of this chapter. 
What this shows is that, even in instances where strategies for governing at a distance are deployed, 
the compliance branch is quick to supplement these with more direct forms of intervention in order 
to ensure that community norms and expectations regarding the absence of animal noise nuisances 
are upheld. It is therefore ultimately compliance officers who ensure that community values are 
upheld, and the demotic gaze plays a key role in informing how they do this. 
Cultural assumptions and customer focus 
In some ways, deploying the demotic gaze to determine what is ‘reasonable’ in compliance decision 
making makes for a more responsive and less paternalistic and unforgiving mode of governing than 
the bureaucratic or legalistic modes that prevailed in the past (Kagan 2007; Parker 2013). However, 
the grounding of the demotic gaze in communitarian discourse suggests that this approach to 
compliance might be more responsive to some cultural groups/values than others. As mentioned 
above, studies investigating how notions of reasonableness are deployed in urban governance suggest 
that what counts as reasonable often reflects pervasive cultural biases. For example, Cooper (2002, 
p. 13) argues that the conception of reasonableness employed in nuisance law in the UK tends to 
reflect ‘the socially hierarchical [i.e. classed] character of modern liberal society’. Similarly, Valverde 
(2012, p. 64) argues that the reliance on the ‘reasonable person’ standard in urban governance in 
Toronto leads to unequal treatment of different groups by local authorities. She states that: 
The process of investigating and enforcing—and not enforcing—municipal rules about noises 
and other disturbances clearly has the unintended effect of creating differentiated forms of 
local citizenship. The differentiation is not a direct effect of class and race privilege, since all 
citizens who persist in calling the local councillor will likely get their complaints at least 
investigated, if not pursued further; but political capital, while not directly proportional in any 
mathematical sense to wealth and other sources of privilege, is not unconnected to the usual 
sources of social inequality.  
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As I indicated above, the compliance branch’s practice of defining reasonableness based on what it 
perceives to be the values of ‘ordinary’ members of the community is by nature a kind of dividing 
practice that marks customers for differentiated treatment based upon how reasonable their 
expectations or behaviours are. Therefore, similar to Cooper (2002) and Valverde (2012), my 
fieldwork with Council’s compliance branch revealed that compliance officers often drew upon 
commonplace assumptions about the value and legitimacy of different cultural practices and identities 
when engaging with customers and making enforcement decisions.  
For example, it was common for compliance officers undertaking proactive parking duties to make 
exceptions for people parked illegally if they belonged to culturally valorised category of ‘hard-
working’ people. On several occasions, I witnessed officers decide not to issue fines to illegally 
parked vehicles if they were clearly work vehicles, such as in the following case recorded when I was 
conducting participant observation with a parking officer conducting a proactive foot patrol in a busy 
neighbourhood adjacent to the CBD.  
Nate [the parking officer] calls my attention to a work utility with a trailer parked against the 
flow of traffic, facing a skip [parking against the flow of traffic is prohibited in the state traffic 
law that Council is responsible for enforcing]. He tells me that he is not going to give the 
owner of the vehicle a fine because ‘he’ is obviously working in the building that the vehicle 
is parked in front of, and it is difficult to park in this area (especially with a trailer), and at 
least he is not parked in some loading zone or something that is affecting other people. I ask 
him to expand on why he made this decision and he tells me that it is important to take the 
‘client’s perspective’ into consideration when deciding what action to take and to try to be 
‘fair and reasonable’. (Field notes, March 2014) 
Officers also sometimes invoked the specific kind of work that offenders were engaged in as a reason 
for treating them leniently. For example, while conducting participant observation with the 
compliance branch’s first response team, I observed an officer opt not to fine a telecommunications 
worker whose van was parked illegally because she saw them as providing an ‘essential service’.  
We drive past a Telstra van parked on the side of the road that Jackie [the compliance officer] 
notes is parked illegally [Telstra is Australia’s biggest telecommunications company]. Despite 
noting the offence, Jackie does not stop to issue a fine to the driver. When I ask her why she 
did not stop, Jackie explains that these kinds of ‘essential services’ are afforded a degree of 
leniency by compliance officers, although this is at the officers’ discretion. (Field notes, 
January 2014) 
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In both of these cases, the officers employ their demotic gaze to determine that it is unreasonable to 
fine ‘hard-working’ people on the basis of their culturally valorised status and/or the value of the 
work that they are undertaking.  
Yet, my fieldwork also revealed that the explicit incorporation of cultural assumptions in compliance 
practices via the demotic gaze does not only afford privileges to culturally valorised groups, like ‘hard 
working’ people. I also witnessed a number of cases where leniency was shown to offenders because 
they were perceived to be vulnerable or ‘struggling’ in some way. An example from my fieldwork is 
an interaction I witness between a member of the animal management team and an offender about 
dog registration. As the field notes presented below show, the compliance officer justifies his lenient 
treatment of the offender based upon what he saw as her disadvantage.  
There is a history of noise and other issues with this offender but today we are here about 
registration. Bill [the compliance officer] has brought with him an envelope containing a letter 
and two fines, one for each dog. He has already issued a warning over a month ago and gave 
the owner 7 days to register the dogs. When we speak with the dog owner, who is a young 
women, she explains that she has registered one of the dogs and intends to register the other 
soon. Bill tells her that neither dog was registered on the system when he checked this morning 
and the offender responds that she was delayed in sending in the paper work until a day or 
two ago. She then explains that her partner has just returned to work and so her family has 
been struggling financially. Despite the offender’s clear failure to act upon Bill’s earlier 
attempt to secure voluntary compliance, Bill offers to give her another week to get both of her 
dogs registered. He states that he will cancel the fines but will reactivate them next week if 
the dogs are still not registered. When we get back to the car Bill explains to me that he is 
being lenient with the dog owner due to her circumstances: she is a young mother, her partner 
has been unemployed, and she explained on a previous visit that the family is struggling 
financially because they have been relying on welfare payments to support themselves. (Field 
notes, January 2014) 
In this case, the officer decides to suspend the tit-for-tat procedure of the enforcement pyramid and 
continue his lenient treatment of the offender based upon his arguably rather progressive attitude 
towards her family’s disadvantage. This is far from the only case that I witnessed where the demotic 
gaze is used to justify the lenient treatment of people who are perceived to be disadvantaged or who 
belonged to a group outside the cultural mainstream. During participant observation with the amenity 
team, a compliance officer explained to me how he takes into consideration the cultural or ethnic back 
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ground of offenders when making enforcement decisions. This occurred in the context of a complaint 
about how an Asian restaurant in the city was disposing of their food waste.  
James explains that the complaints have arisen because one or two Asian restaurants are not 
bagging food scraps before throwing them in the dumpster binds behind the restaurant, leading 
to vile liquids leaking from the bins, smell nuisance and spillage when the bins are collected. 
He notes that there are also problems with staff throwing cigarette butts into a drain in the 
alley… James states that he could have given multiple fines over the time he has been dealing 
with the complaint but he was concerned that the offenders would feel targeted by council. 
He also notes that there are cultural differences to take into consideration, namely the different 
standards and methods of waste disposal between Australia and the restaurateurs’ countries 
of origin. He tells me that in case like this officer spend a lot of time explaining the problem 
and trying to persuade the offender to remedy it, and then only issue a fine if they really feel 
they cannot get a result otherwise. (Field notes, April 2014) 
What these examples show is that the way in which compliance officers enact customer focus by 
deploying their demotic gaze is more complicated than them simply adopting a bias towards culturally 
valorised groups. This is not to say that the kinds of biases observed by scholars such as Valverde 
(2012) are necessarily absent from the compliance branch. But it does highlight that what officers 
take to be the values and expectations of ‘ordinary’ members of the community are more 
heterogeneous and discordant than is implied by the more unified and homogeneous conceptions of 
‘the community’ put forward by the branch’s leadership group (see Chapter Five). This is perhaps 
due to the fact that compliance officers are encouraged to develop their demotic gaze by reflecting 
upon actual encounters with the public/community—be it encounters they themselves have had or 
encounters that they are aware of from their training or the media (see previous section). As Turner 
(2009, p. 117) states in relation to the relationship between ‘ordinary people’ and the media, demotic 
voices tend to be ‘unruly, contingent and potentially cacophonous’, reflecting the fact that ‘the 
people’ are never homogeneous or coherent entity, despite efforts to portray them as such. This goes 
some way to explaining why officers’ deployment of the demotic gaze may lead to the sympathetic 
treatment of vulnerable groups, like the unemployed or ethnic minorities, as well as culturally 
valorised groups, like ‘hard working people’.  
Conclusion 
This chapter has examined how customer focus was integrated with Council’s compliance strategy, 
and whether it perpetuated the cultural prejudices that have long influenced the forms of urbanism 
produced and reinforced by urban governance (Valverde, 2012). Consistent with research reported in 
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the regulatory studies literature (Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 
2000; Tuck, 2013), I found that customer focus was used to promote voluntary compliance in 
accordance with the lower rungs of the enforcement pyramid. However, in contrast to these studies, 
I found that customer focus was also used to reflect upon how the punitive and coercive practices 
mandated by the higher rungs of the enforcement pyramid were deployed by compliance officers. 
This shows that customer focus and coercive enforcement practices are not essentially opposed to 
one another; rather, their relationship is contingent upon the problematisation that customer focus is 
employed to formulate and respond to. As we saw above, the objective of reducing avoidable contacts 
in some cases required compliance officers to resort to coercive tactics to secure compliance and thus 
achieve a reliable and timely outcome for a complainant. Moreover, in cases where coercion or 
punishment was deemed necessary, customer focus was still considered relevant because reducing 
avoidable contacts required that officers explain to the offender their decision to enforce/punish and 
to treat them fairly and respectfully throughout the encounter.  
Keeping the problematisation in view also enabled me to add nuance to our understanding of the 
relationship between customer focus and the forms of inequality and cultural prejudice enacted in 
urban governance. Urban governance research has shown that the enforcement of nuisance-type 
problems, like those policed by the compliance branch, has long been informed by cultural 
assumptions about what, and indeed who, counts as a nuisance (Cooper, 2002; Valverde, 2011, 2012). 
Some studies have suggested that the increased discretion associated with customer focus would mean 
that frontline public service staff will become more reliant on stereotyping which will in turn lead to 
the perpetuation of inequality through the unequal treatment of different groups of services users 
(Fountain, 2001). I found that, whilst cultural assumptions about different social groups do inform 
the enforcement decisions of compliance officers, this is not always to the detriment of disadvantaged 
groups. This is because the mechanism through which frontline staff draw on cultural assumptions—
what I termed the interiorisation of the demotic gaze—exposes them to the heterogeneous and 
discordant views of ‘ordinary people’, some of which encourage the sympathetic treatment of 
customers who appear to be disadvantaged.  
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Chapter 7. Conclusion 
This thesis began by highlighting the prima facie tensions that characterise the relationship between 
customer focus and compliance. In academic writing and popular thought alike, a ‘customer’ is 
typically understood as an individual who pays for a service, and whose needs service providers seek 
to satisfy in order to secure his or her return custom (Korczynski, 2002; Korczynski & Ott, 2004). In 
contrast to this, public services with compliance functions are understood as providing collectively 
consumed ‘public goods’ (e.g. public order, public safety, equitable access to resources, etc.) that are 
chosen by the public through the institutional mechanisms of representative democracy (elections, 
etc.) (Alford, 2002; Fountain, 2001). Moreover, providing these public goods requires services with 
compliance functions to coerce many of the individuals that are defined as customers—a fact that sits 
uneasily with traditional notions of customer satisfaction (Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000).  
In this thesis I have sought to go beyond these prima facie tensions and explore the ways in which 
customer focus and compliance are actually integrated, and any resultant tensions managed, in a 
particular governmental/public service context: urban governance. As noted in Chapter Two, city 
governments have been a key target for customer focus reforms due to their relative proximity to the 
public and the fact that they are a major provider of services to (increasingly urbanised) populations, 
including compliance services (Aulich, 1999; Caulfield, 2003). I have argued that the relationship 
between customer focus and compliance in urban governance is, above all else, a contingent one. 
That is, urban governance authorities engaged in compliance work take up customer focus in rather 
unexpected ways that are as much determined by the circumstances in which authorities pursue 
compliance as they are by generic reform discourses or principles of public sector management. 
Moreover, although the tensions reiterated above do manifest here, these are taken account of and 
managed by situated actors in ways that cannot be deduced from a priori considerations about the 
nature of either customer focus or compliance—or the relationship between them. 
This thesis provides empirical evidence of the contingent nature of the relationship between customer 
focus and compliance in the urban governance context through an ethnographic study conducted with 
an Australian city council. This research was guided by three questions:  
1. What conditions and processes lead a compliance-oriented public service, like Council’s 
compliance branch, to adopt customer focus policies despite the prima facie tensions outlined 
above? 
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2. How does a public service with compliance functions determine who its customers are and 
what effect (if any) does this have on the relationship between that service and its 
users/public? 
3. How is customer focus integrated in compliance strategies and the forms of coercion and 
punishment that these entail, and what effect does this have on how the state deploys its 
coercive powers?  
In the remainder of this concluding chapter I will reiterate how the findings produced through my 
research with the council provide answers to these questions and explain why each answer is 
significant. Following this, I will discuss the strengths and limitations of the thesis and what questions 
it leaves unanswered, and I will specify some specific avenues for further research that these 
limitations open up. 
Answering the research questions 
Research question one 
In Chapter Four, I addressed my first research question which concerned the conditions and processes 
that lead to the adoption of customer focus policy in compliance-oriented public services despite the 
prima facie tensions between customer focus and compliance. Employing the concept of 
problematisation as a situated practice (Collier, 2009; Rabinow, 2003), I demonstrated that customer 
focus was adopted and developed in response to multiple conditions, which included, but were not 
reducible to, the influence of NPM-style customer focus discourse. Previous research has shown that 
the emergence of NPM has made possible the wide spread adoption of customer focus policies 
through its powerful critique of the bureaucratic administration of public services and its promotion 
of the ideal of consumer sovereignty (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Clarke & Newman, 1997; du 
Gay, 2000). On the basis of this general claim about the emergence of customer focus in the public 
sector, many studies have inferred that NPM is the primary condition driving the adoption of customer 
focus in particular public service contexts (Clifford, 2012; Fellesson, 2011; Rosenthal & Peccei, 2006, 
2007).  
What this thesis has shown is that, whilst NPM discourse is an important factor in the adoption of 
customer focus in compliance services, other conditions specific to the domain of compliance also 
play an important role. As the reader will recall, Council’s compliance branch developed its customer 
focus policies in part to address the political and managerial challenges associated with the high 
volume of negative correspondence that it received from the public. The compliance branch 
mobilised, in an opportunistic fashion, the customer focus discourses that circulated within the 
council at the time in order to reflect upon these challenges in a way that allowed it to assemble a 
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coherent response to them. This resulted in policies aimed reducing the number of ‘avoidable 
contacts’ council received from the public by improving customer focus amongst frontline 
compliance officers. Compliance officers were initially quite resistant to the problematisation of their 
conduct in customer focus terms, and this meant that the actors in charge of the compliance branch 
had to revise the problematisation in order to manage these local social relationships. 
Thus, whilst NPM-style customer focus discourse was an important factor in the development of the 
compliance branch’s customer focus policies, the decision to adopt these policies, and the way in 
which they were developed, were also contingent upon challenges specific to compliance work as it 
is experienced by those in charge of the branch and its frontline compliance officers. This finding 
reminds us that the situated actors who adopt customer focus are not ‘cultural dopes’ (Garfinkel, 
1967) who scramble to conform to the dictates of dominant policy discourses even when these dictates 
contradict the values and objectives that underpin the services that they provide. Instead, they are 
people who draw on prevailing discourses in strategic and opportunistic ways to help them deal with 
the difficulties and challenges that arise as they carry out their governmental responsibilities. As 
Newman and Clarke (2009) point out, this is the case even when policy discourses are imposed on 
situated actors in a top-down fashion, as was the case for Council’s compliance branch, who adopted 
customer focus in the context of the Council’s requirement that all of its branch’s contribute to the 
fulfilment of its Customer Focus Vision.  
This realisation alters what is at stake in our critical assessment of the adoption of customer focus 
policy in compliance-oriented services. Specifically, it implies that we must shift our critical attention 
from an assessment of whether or not NPM discourse is compatible with compliance objectives to 
what the specific effects are of framing compliance problems in customer focus terms. One effect 
observable in my analysis is that customer focus enables the displacement of political and 
governmental challenges faced by city governments onto the conduct of their frontline staff. This 
strategy is unlikely to be sustainable because the challenges in question emanate from structural 
features and changes in urban milieu, and are not amenable to the changes in frontline practice that 
customer focus aims to produce. Take the budgetary challenges citied by the compliance branch 
management team as their reason for pursuing customer focus. This challenge is, in their own view, 
related to the growth and densification of the urban population and the subsequent rise in the number 
of urban nuisances. This means that even if frontline compliance officers are more customer focused 
and this leads to a reduction in ‘avoidable contacts’ as planned, this will at best provide temporary 
relief from the branch’s budgetary woes. For, the city is predicated to continue to grow rapidly for 
the foreseeable future and, by the compliance branch’s own logic, the demand for compliance services 
will continue to grow with it, eventually consuming more compliance resources than can be saved by 
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reducing avoidable contacts. Customer focus is therefore a band aid solution to what is a quite 
complex urban governance problem, and the Council would likely be better served by looking into 
ways to alleviate the strains placed on relations between residents by population growth and 
densification.   
Research question two 
I addressed my second research question in Chapter Five. This question asked how a public service 
with compliance functions determines who its customers are and what effect this has on how it relates 
to the people that it serves. Building on the argument developed in Chapter Four, Chapter Five 
demonstrated that the efforts of service providers to reimagine service users/publics as customers is 
less about adhering to the NPM principle of consumer sovereignty, as some studies have implied 
(Fellesson, 2011; Rosenthal & Peccei, 2007), and more about responding to specific 
problematisations. As we know, the problematisation that Council’s compliance branch sought to 
address was the problem of ‘avoidable contacts’, which it understood as the result of customers’ needs 
not being met. Responding to this problem required the compliance branch to reflect upon who 
exactly its serves and to identify what needs that they have that are going unmet and causing them to 
make avoidable contacts. As a result, the offenders and complainants that the branch dealt with on a 
daily basis were constructed as having, on the one hand, epistemic needs, such as the need to 
understand the logic behind compliance decisions, and, on the other hand, customer service needs, 
such as the need for officers to execute their duties in a professional and reliable manner. It was 
posited that, if these needs are met, avoidable contacts can be avoided regardless of compliance 
outcomes.  
Recognising that customers are defined in relation to specific problematisations has important 
implications for how we understand the consequences of customer focus for the relationship between 
public services with compliance functions and the people that they serve. As I explained in Chapter 
Two, previous research has focused on the tensions and challenges that public services face when 
seeking to define who their customers are. These include the tension arising from trying to satisfy 
individual customers whilst still claiming to uphold the public interest (Aberbach & Christensen, 
2005; Alford, 2002; du Gay, 2000), and the challenge of being customer focused when you serve 
multiple customers with competing interests (Clarke, 2009; Clifford, 2012; Needham, 2009). What 
Chapter Five showed was that situated actors assemble customer focus with other discourses in 
creative ways in order to manage these tensions, even if this means combining discourses and subject 
positions that appear antithetical to one another. This led to some unexpected outcomes that have 
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significant implications for how we understand the effect of customer focus on public service 
relationships.  
Firstly, we saw how Council’s compliance branch managed the tensions between the status and 
interests of the public and the individuals that make it up by rendering them commensurable. It did 
this by assembling customer focus with politico-bureaucratic, neoliberal and communitarian 
discourses in order to construct the public as a collection of taxpayers, on the one hand, and as a local-
moral community whose values and norms are naturally-occurring and pre-political, on the other. 
This strategy is concerning, for it obscures the fact that the public interest is the product of ongoing 
political negotiation and compromise amongst the different individuals and groups that make up the 
public; and it ignores the traditional role that public services have played in facilitating these political 
processes (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Fountain, 2001). By de-politicising the public interest in 
this way, the compliance branch may be unwittingly contributing to what some urban governance 
scholars call the ‘post-political’ condition of contemporary cities (Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2014). 
Post-politics entails the downplaying of the state’s role in facilitating political deliberation amongst 
citizens in favour of technocratic and managerial processes that ignore political differences and seek 
to produce acquiescence to dominant norms and values. City governments ought to be wary of 
perpetuating the post-political condition, for the genuine political engagement of all citizens is 
important to a fair and just society.  
Secondly, the assembling of customer focus with communitarian discourse also enabled the 
compliance branch to manage the tension between customer focus and the fact that it serves multiple 
parties with competing interests (i.e. offenders and complainants). Given that customers are 
constructed as members of a community with shared values and expectations, the branch is able to 
write-off difficult customers as ‘unreasonable’ and ‘irresponsible’. The problem with this is that 
contemporary cities are increasing diverse places (Valverde, 2012) and the people that inhabit them 
engage in a range of identifications, such as those based on sexuality, ethnicity and lifestyle, which 
exist alongside or instead of identifications based on geographic locality (Mooney & Neal, 2009). 
Given this, it seems highly implausible for Council to suggest that the city that it governs is a unified 
community with a homogeneous set of values. It would be advisable, then, for city councils to retain 
a political conception of the public, wherein diverse individuals and groups coexist in a political space 
defined by the administrative boundaries of the city, and to engage them in deliberations about how 
to coexist in this space.  
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Research question three 
In Chapter Six, I addressed my third research questions which asked how customer focus is integrated 
with compliance strategies, and what effect this has in terms of who is and who is not subject to the 
state’s coercive powers. The chapter showed that customer focus may be applied to the full suite of 
compliance practices, including coercive enforcement practices, rather than just to those practices 
aimed at facilitating voluntary compliance, as the regulatory studies literature had implied (Aberbach 
& Christensen, 2007; Alford & Speed, 2006; Tuck, 2013; Tuck et al., 2011). It also showed that 
customer focus does not necessarily lead to cultural biases in the deployment of coercion, as we might 
expect based on the claims of some previous research (Fountain 2001), but instead leads to the lenient 
treatment of both valorised and marginalised social groups.   
These findings again highlight the importance of taking account of the problematisation that customer 
focus responds to when assessing its implications, as well as how it is assembled with other discourses 
and practices. In Council’s compliance branch, the objective of reducing avoidable contacts in some 
cases required compliance officers to resort to coercive tactics to secure compliance and thus achieve 
a reliable and timely outcome for a complainant. In cases where coercion or punishment was deemed 
necessary, customer focus was still seen to be required because offenders who do not understand why 
they have been fined, for example, or who feel that they have not been treated fairly and respectfully 
by a compliance officer, are more likely to make an avoidable contact to their local councillor or the 
Lord Mayor’s office. This is significant given the regulatory studies literature suggests that customer 
focus risks displacing coercion with the endless pursuit of voluntary compliance, which will in turn 
undermine the ability of compliance services to protect the public interest from recalcitrant regulatees 
(Aberbach & Christensen, 2007; Alford & Speed, 2006; Sparrow, 2000; Tuck, 2013). If we accept 
the assertion that coercion is required to protect the public interest, then the findings from Chapter 
Six suggest that customer focus may in fact advance the public interest by reinforcing the deterrence 
effect of punitive sanctions. For, the deterrence effect of punishment is likely strengthened if the 
offender is made aware through ‘educative’ practices why they are being punished. Furthermore, if 
the officer delivering this punishment does so in a professional and respectful manner, this allows 
less space for an offender to question the legitimacy of punishment, which may mean that they are 
more likely to accept it as a fair and reasonable response to their conduct.5 
Another important implication of the findings of Chapter Six is that they suggest that that customer 
focus may have some value insofar as it encourages compliance officers to be attentive to people’s 
                                                 
5 See Lind and Tyler (1988) on the relationship between the perceived legitimacy of enforcement procedures and 
deterrence, and the vast body of work that their approach has spawned. 
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material and cultural circumstances when making compliance decisions. Customer focus provides 
compliance officers with the discretion required to consider how an offender’s material circumstances 
or ethnic/cultural background might have contributed in some way to their noncompliance or that 
these circumstances might pose unique challenges to an offender’s ability to bring their conduct into 
compliance, thus warranting greater leniency and patience than would otherwise be afforded them. 
Officers reasoning around these issues may not be perfect but the fact that they engage in such 
reasoning at all suggests that customer focus has the potential to be adapted to progressive ends and 
that it should perhaps be developed further in this direction rather than completely abandoned. This 
might entail training compliance officers in how to deal with issues relating to socio-economic 
disadvantage and cultural diversity in a compliance context. This could in turn translate into new 
customer focus practices such as ‘educating’ complainants to be more tolerant of people experiencing 
disadvantaged or of people who are from different cultural backgrounds to themselves.  
However, these potential positive effects of integrating customer focus in compliance decision 
making have to be balanced against the potential dangers that it entails. Given that customer focus 
was developed to dissuade customers from engaging in ‘avoidable contacts’, to the extent that it is 
successful in this aim it risks making compliance officers’ decisions less accountable. Persuasive 
educative techniques and disarming customer service may have the effect of pacifying citizens and 
delegitimising of their grievances in cases where it is not entirely clear that an officer’s decision is 
fair. Put differently, there may be cases where customers are convinced to accept a decision as 
reasonable when a review of the decision by a more senior compliance staff member or Council’s 
Disputes Commissioner would determine that the decision was unfair and repeal it. This seems even 
more problematic when we take into account the power relationship between compliance officers and 
their customers. As Brewer (2007) argues, administrative channels of complaint, appeal or redress 
are needed precisely because of the imbalance of power between citizens and government agencies. 
Therefore, although the integration of customer focus into compliance strategies might have some 
beneficial effects (as noted above), these are only worth pursuing if this is done independent of the 
aim of reducing avoidable contacts.  
Contributions to knowledge 
This thesis contributes important new knowledge on the governance of everyday life in cities. As 
noted in Chapter Two, the dominant focus in the urban governance literature is the large scale 
political-economic processes reshaping cities, such as urbanisation, economic globalisation and the 
neoliberalisation of policy and politics (Harvey, 1989; Jessop, 2002; Peck et al., 2013; Theodore et 
al., 2011). Whilst this literature produces important insights into how individual changes in urban 
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governance practices are connected to broad processes and changes, it is not clear on how particular 
changes are rationalised and deployed in the context of the governance of everyday urban life—or 
what McCann (2016) calls the ‘governance of urbanism’. This thesis has examined a significant 
change in the governance of urbanism, namely the reconfiguring of urban compliance practices in 
accordance with the conception of urban subjects as ‘customers’ of the city government. In doing 
this, the thesis has made a number of important contributions to knowledge in the field of urban 
governance studies, and to the study of governance and governmentality more broadly. 
As explained in Chapter Three, governing subjects as customers or consumers is part of the broad 
shift from ‘social’ to ‘advanced liberal’ governmentality (Dean, 2010; Miller & Rose, 2008; Rose, 
1999); however, this process does not play out in the same way everywhere. A key contribution of 
this thesis is therefore to show how it plays out in the context of urban governance, particularly in 
relation to the governance of urbanism. Significantly, the thesis has demonstrated how, in the urban 
governance context, relating to subjects as customers/consumers does not necessarily mean adopting 
practices for governing them ‘at a distance’—a practice which is often seen as synonymous with 
advanced liberal governmentality—but may instead entail the use of direct, even coercive forms of 
intervention. The reader will recall that governing at a distance refers to strategies that pursue their 
ends by indirectly shaping the self-governing capacities of individuals or collectives (Miller & Rose, 
2008).  
My empirical case study of the adoption of customer focus in Council’s compliance branch showed 
that whilst this did translate to strategies for governing at a distance in some cases, these were almost 
always supplemented or reinforced by forms of direct, and often punitive, intervention. As described 
in Chapters Five and Six, the branch’s customer focus policies placed an emphasis on securing 
voluntary compliance wherever possible through the use of recognisably advanced liberal practices, 
such as ‘education’, which aim to shape the self-governing capacities of compliance subjects by 
attending to the ‘needs’ vis-à-vis the compliance process. However, Chapter Six in particular showed 
that the existence of multiple customers with conflicting interests (offenders, complaints, 
communities, etc.) meant there were cases where being customer focused required taking coercive 
enforcement action to prompt a timely compliance outcome. In these cases, many of the same 
advanced liberal practices used to promote voluntary compliance were deployed to persuade people 
of the ‘reasonableness’ and legitimacy of enforcement actions in order to mitigate customer appeals, 
complaints or other types of ‘avoidable contacts’.  
The fact that customer focus was articulated to both practices for governing subjects at a distance and 
more direct, coercive practices is significant, for, as Dean (2002a, 2013) points out, governing at a 
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distance is often taken to be the defining feature of all advanced liberal strategies. The thesis therefore 
contributes to a subset of governmentality studies literature that examines the relationship between 
liberal, advanced liberal or neo-liberal rationalities and seemingly ‘illiberal’ practices such as 
coercion (Dean, 2002a, 2013; Hindess, 2001; Li, 2014). Whilst the existing work highlights the 
relationship between practices for governing subjects through their self-governing capacities and 
more direct forms of intervention, they have not addressed how this occurs in relation to the tendency 
to conceptualise the subjects of governance as customers or consumers in advanced liberal 
governmentality. This thesis therefore contributes to this literature by demonstrating how facilitative 
and coercive practices are organised by the logic of addressing ‘customer needs’—a logic that has 
heretofore been associated solely with governing at a distance (du Gay, 1996; Miller & Rose, 2008—
see Chapter Three). 
These points about how governing subjects as customers/consumers can promote both indirect 
governance strategies and coercive practices is also significant for the urban governance literature. 
As I noted in Chapter Two, existing research has documented the impact of advanced (or neo-) 
liberalism on urban governance in terms of the rise of strategies for governing urban subjects ‘at a 
distance’. These include attempts to constitute particular populations, such as public housing tenants 
or residents of master planned estates, as self-regulating ‘communities’ (Rose, 1999) who can be 
enrolled in the governance of the moral and aesthetic aspects of everyday urbanism (Cheshire et al. 
2009; Flint & Nixon, 2006). This thesis adds to this literature by showing how advanced liberalism 
can also promote the use of direct and sometimes coercive practices alongside these forms of 
governing at a distance in the urban governance context. In particular, it shows how the advanced 
liberal practices of governing subjects as consumers intertwines with the practices of governing 
through community to determine when and how coercive measures ought to be deployed to respond 
to urban ‘nuisances’ (Valverde, 2011) such as noisy pets or unsightly properties.  
Furthermore, the finding that customer focus was articulated to both practices for governing subjects 
at a distance and more direct, coercive practices is also significant for the study of regulatory and 
‘security’ governance more broadly (Foucault, 2007; O’Malley, 2009a). For, it shows that advanced 
liberal practices like customer focus, educative dialogue, etc. are not restricted to situations where 
regulatees or their conduct are deemed ‘low risk’ by ‘responsive’ regulatory strategies as previous 
studies had implied (e.g., Alford & Speed, 2006; Tuck, 2011, 2013). Rather, these practices can be 
applied across the spectrum of regulatory responses, including responses to high risk regulatees who 
require a punitive or coercive response, if attending to their ‘needs’ is seen to help mitigate 
compliance ‘problems’, such as the problem of ‘avoidable contacts’. 
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The thesis also makes contribution to knowledge in regards to what governing subjects as customers 
or consumers means for the role of cultural assumptions in the governance of urbanism. Class and 
ethnicity-based norms and assumptions have long played a role in shaping the moral and aesthetic 
order of cities through legal-governmental category of ‘nuisance’ (Cooper, 2002; Valverde, 2011, 
2012). As discussed in Chapters Two and Six, we might expect attempts to govern urban subjects 
like customers to exacerbate the impact of these cultural prejudices by promoting frontline discretion 
and ‘responsiveness’ in place of the bureaucratic emphasis on impartiality and consistency in the 
treatment of cases (du Gay, 2000; Fountain, 2001). This thesis shows that whilst customer focus does 
indeed mobilise these class and ethnicity based cultural assumptions, the effects of this on the 
governance of urbanism at the level of everyday practices is more complex and ambiguous than was 
anticipated by previous studies.  
The empirical chapters demonstrate that Council’s compliance branch relied on a naturalistic and 
homogeneous conception of ‘community’ norms and values to determine what (and who) is 
‘reasonable’ in their response to urban nuisance problems. These norms and values embodied many 
of the same kinds of class and ethnicity based assumptions outlined in previous studies (Cooper, 
2002; Valverde, 2011, 2012). However, in practice, compliance officers were encouraged and trained 
to reflect on their own encounters with ‘ordinary’ members of ‘the community’ to decide what is 
reasonable in any given case by community standards—a process I described as the ‘interiorisation 
of the demotic gaze’ (see Chapter Six). Given the fact that actual customers expressed a diverse and 
divergent set of expectations and assumptions, the decisions that compliance officers took in the name 
of customer focus were variable in terms of who they benefited. Indeed, the findings revealed that 
both valorised and marginalised groups were subjected to lenient treatment in the name of customer 
focus and on the basis of cultural assumptions about their social status or position.  
The significance of these findings is that they show that the effect of customer focus on the 
governance of urbanism is far from straight forward, and that it contains both progressive possibilities 
and the possibilities to increase inequality or forms of cultural domination (such as those associated 
with the homogenising discourse of ‘community’). It pushes us to think beyond the concerns outlined 
in the literature on public service reform that customer focus will necessarily lead to the perpetuation 
of cultural bias and inequality (Fountain, 2001; Jung, 2010), to how its more negative and 
homogenising implications might be mitigated and how its possibilities for promoting more humane 
and progressive forms of urbanism might be actualised. I provided some suggestions about how this 
might be done in the section above on my response to research questions three; however more 
research in this area is needed to determine the viability of such ideas and applicability to other aspects 
of urban governance. 
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Strengths, limitations and avenues for future research 
Like all research, the study presented in this thesis has specific strengths and limitations that must be 
acknowledged so that the reader is able to make an accurate assessment of the claims that I have made 
throughout. The strengths of this study derive mainly from its ethnographic design and its theoretical 
orientation to the situated practices of governing, which were informed by recent work combining 
the theoretical insights of governmentality studies with an ‘ethnographic imaginary’ (Brady, 2016). 
Firstly, inspired by Collier’s (2011, 2012) and Rabinow’s (2003) arguments about the study of 
thought/thinking, I have treated customer focus itself, and its effect in the specific domain of urban 
compliance services, as something that must be studied empirically, rather than as a phenomenon 
whose basic nature is known in advance. Doing this has enabled me to go beyond the prima facie 
tensions between customer focus and compliance that has preoccupied much of the existing research. 
Moreover, it has enabled me to provide a concrete account of how situated actors manage the tensions 
that do emerge and to highlight the often unexpected consequences of this, such as the assembling of 
customer focus with bureaucratic principles and coercive enforcement practices.  
As well as drawing inspiration from ethnographic governmentality research, this thesis makes a 
methodological contribution to this set of studies by demonstrating how an ethnography of governing 
can be fruitfully paired with institutional ethnography. As I explained in Chapter Three, institutional 
ethnography’s focus on ‘text-reader conversations’ (Smith, 2005) offers precise analytical resources 
for studying how textually-mediated discourses are implicated in everyday practices and interactions, 
and the implications that this has for how people are governed and how they govern others. This 
complements ethnographic governmentality research well, for, although some scholars promoting the 
combination of governmentality and ethnography recommend studying governing texts in situ of 
governing practices (e.g. Li, 2007b), they offer few of the conceptual tools required for doing this.  
Secondly, the theoretical and methodological approach adopted in this thesis has enabled me to draw 
connections between my findings and advanced liberal governmentality, as theorised by scholars such 
as Dean (2010) and Miller and Rose (2008), without treating the latter as a totalizing and 
homogeneous process. This is worth noting, for, as I noted in Chapter Three, some prominent 
governmentality theorists (e.g. Rose et al., 2006) have argued that there is a tendency in the empirical 
governmentality research to assumes that policies or programs that have advanced/neo-liberal 
elements are reflections of a generalised and coherent advanced liberal or neo-liberal regime. 
Focusing on the situated practices of governing ensured that I avoided this problematic tendency. 
This is evidenced by the fact that this thesis has contributed additional nuance to our theoretical 
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understanding of advanced liberalism. Firstly, I showed how advanced liberal practices are articulated 
with forms of coercive sovereign power in Council’s responsive regulatory strategy. Whilst the 
pursuit of voluntary compliance was clearly informed by advanced liberal reasoning, I showed how 
it was articulated with, and underwritten by, coercive practices, such as the use of punitive sanctions, 
which are not normally associated with advanced liberal government (Dean, 2002a, 2013). 
Furthermore, I showed how the conception of regulatory subjects as customers with specific 
compliance ‘needs’—which is in itself corresponds to advanced liberal conceptions of subjects as 
self-directed consumers—was used to reconfigure how compliance officers are to decide when and 
how coercion ought to be deployed.  
Secondly, this thesis has also demonstrated how the advanced liberal practice of conceptualising 
autonomous consumer-subjects as members of a pre-political community (Rose, 1999) can also 
become entangled with coercion in the domain of urban governance. Whereas governing through 
community is typically understood as a strategy for governing subjects indirectly (i.e. ‘at a distance’) 
by fostering their collective allegiances and self-governing capacities, I showed how city 
governments can also position themselves as the ultimate custodian of community values and 
therefore use communitarian discourse to rationalise the use of direct and coercive force. Taken 
together, these insights support Dean’s (2002a, 2013) claim that the sovereign power to coerce 
continues to play an important role in contemporary governance despite the predominance of 
advanced liberal governmentality. Furthermore, through these insights this thesis contributes to what 
Collier (2009) suggests is the logical next step for Foucauldian research on political government, 
namely, an investigation of ‘how styles of analysis, techniques or forms of reasoning associated with 
‘advanced liberal’ government are being recombined with other forms, and to diagnose the 
governmental ensembles that emerge from these recombinations’ (p. 99).  
Notwithstanding these strengths, the combined governmentality and ethnographic approach adopted 
in this thesis also has limitations that must be acknowledged. Whilst it is certainly possible for 
ethnographic fieldwork to have a general significance that extends beyond its study context, fieldwork 
does not itself yield empirical data on general patterns in governmental processes (Peck, 2013). For 
example, this thesis cannot specify how the adoption of customer focus will vary across different 
kinds of compliance services and correlate such variations with specific features of those services or 
the kinds of ‘problems’ that they address. Answering these kinds of questions is clearly beyond the 
scope and aims of a study such as this one.  
However, as I pointed out in Chapter Three, the ethnographic approach adopted in this thesis does 
allow for my findings to be extended to other urban governance contexts where similar conditions 
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prevail to the ones studied here (Smith & Pangsapa, 2007). City governments in Australia and 
elsewhere face similar challenges to those faced by Council in terms of increasing public demand for 
services and a tightening of budgets and normative pressure to conform to NPM discourse (Caulfield, 
2003; Dollery et al., 2003; Pierre, 2011). Moreover, they have similar compliance aims and strategies 
to Council in relation to the governance of urban nuisances and the deployment of security strategies 
to govern urban processes and flows (O’Malley, 2009b; Valverde, 2011, 2012). It is therefore likely 
that the adoption of customer focus in other urban compliance services will be directed towards 
similar problems, face similar challenges and be assembled with similar pre-existing discourses and 
practices to the ones observed in this thesis.  
Furthermore, ethnographic fieldwork has allowed me to make a number of negative generalisations 
about the development and impact of customer focus on services with compliance functions. I have 
observed that a number of general processes and effects associated with the spread of NPM do not 
materialise on the ground in urban compliance services or, if they do materialise, they are 
subordinated and tailored to the objectives and exigencies of urban governance. This has general 
significance insofar as it demonstrates that customer focus does not necessarily constitute an attempt 
to implement the NPM principle of consumer sovereignty in diverse public service contexts, as has 
often been assumed (Fellesson, 2011; Rosenthal & Peccei, 2007). Moreover, as I just noted above, 
the fieldwork methods employed in this thesis have enabled me to show that the advanced liberal 
governance strategies that inform, or are assembled with, Council’s customer focus policies rely upon 
the use of coercive practices in ways that are obscured by accounts of advanced liberalism that 
associate it solely with forms of governing ‘at a distance’. 
A second limitation of this thesis is that it is not able to empirically document the precise genealogical 
connections between customer focus, or the discourse and practices that it is assembled with, and 
broader discourses like new public management and advanced or neo-liberalism. Whilst I have 
reflected on these connections in this thesis, I have not made them the topic of empirical investigation 
and have instead made the best inferences that I can based on my fieldwork and the arguments of 
previous research. As such, I found it difficult at times to disentangle the contribution that customer 
focus made to shaping certain compliance practices, relationships and outcomes, from the enduring 
influence of older discourses, practices and reforms. This was particularly the case when analysing 
the use of the demotic gaze to inform compliance decision making. Although, staff usually invoked 
this practice as an example of what it means to be customer focused in the compliance context, 
previous research suggests that the practices of urban governance have long been informed by 
demotic notions of reasonableness, given the common law origins of legal conceptions of nuisance 
(Cooper, 2002; Valverde, 2001, 2012). It may be that compliance officers’ reliance on the demotic 
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gaze is overdetermined, in that it is supported both by these older discourses and the more recent 
adoption of customer focus. However, it is not possible to discern this from ethnographic fieldwork 
alone. This limitation points to a potentially fruitful avenue for future research. For example, it would 
be useful to combine ethnographic fieldwork with genealogical research that traces precisely how 
customer focus discourse came to inform urban governance/compliance in Australia, the mutations 
and adaptations that it underwent along the way, and its points of contact with other discourses, such 
as the common law notion of ‘reasonableness’ (see Collier, 2011 for a model of how such a study 
might be conducted). 
In conclusion, policies like customer focus are the product of multiple forces and they may be taken 
up and developed in a variety of unexpected ways even when they appear unsuitable to the 
governance/public service contexts within which they are applied. Detailed empirical research is 
needed in order to understand these process and effects, and to move past broad generalisations about 
the nature of particular policy discourses and governmental rationalities that obscure more than they 
reveal. This thesis has made a modest but important contribution to this wider endeavour, and it is 
hoped that future studies will draw and extend upon its insights.  
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Appendices 
Appendix A: participant information sheet and consent form 
Participant Information Sheet 
Administering customers: a study of local government compliance services 
Investigators:   
Mr Andrew Clarke, PhD Candidate, School of Social Science, the University of Queensland 
 
You are invited to take part in this research project that is being conducted by a PhD candidate at the School of 
Social Science at the University of Queensland.  
 
This Participant Information Sheet contains detailed information about the research project. Its purpose is to 
explain to you as openly and clearly as possible all the procedures involved in this project before you decide 
whether or not to take part in it. 
 
Purpose and Background 
The widespread uptake of customer service principles and practices in government services is well documented. 
Yet, there is little known about how this approach is being translated and applied in service delivery settings 
where user engagement with the service provider is not always voluntary and where the aim is to manage, rather 
than stimulate, demand for the service. 
This study aims to detail how the principles and practices of customer service are adapted to the delivery of local 
government compliance services and to identify the practical and organisational factors that shape this. Findings 
from this research will provide insight into the strengths and limitations of the customer service approach as 
adapted to the delivery of compliance services and, through comparison with existing studies, government 
services more broadly.  
 
Participants 
Management and staff of the City Standards branch/City Safety and Enforcement service area of [name 
removed] City Council.  
 
What Participation Involves 
The research entails the onsite presence of the researcher with [branch] 3 days per week for a period of 4 
months. In this time the researcher will conduct general observations of organisational activities, conduct 
interviews with some staff and management, and shadow particular individuals and groups as they go about 
their work. You may be asked to participate in a semi-structured interview or to allow the researcher to shadow 
you or your team as you conduct your work. Interviews will seek your perspective on organisational procedures, 
work activities and relations with customers, and will last between 30 and 60 minutes. They will be scheduled at 
a time convenient to you and will be conducted on-site or at another location of your choosing (e.g. a nearby 
café). With your consent, interviews will be tape recorded. Shadowing will also be scheduled by appointment at 
a time convenient to you. Timeframes for shadowing but will be negotiable in accordance with the needs of staff. 
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Participation is Voluntary 
If you do not wish to take part in any aspect of this research you are not obliged to. If you decide to take part 
and later change your mind, you are free to withdraw from these activities at any stage. The researcher will be 
available to answer any questions you have about the project or your participation in it at any stage. Before you 
participate in an interview or in shadowing you will be asked to sign a Consent Form. Please sign the Consent 
Form only after you have had a chance to ask your questions and have received satisfactory answers. If you 
wish to be excluded from the researcher’s general observations (e.g. at meetings, etc.) please advise the 
researcher at your earliest convenience; this will result in the researcher omitting any details about you or your 
conduct from his general observations.  
 
Privacy, Confidentiality and Disclosure of Information 
All information that collected during the research will be kept strictly confidential. Your name and any other 
identifying information will be removed from all data and other documentation and will be replaced with a 
pseudonym. You can be assured that you will be anonymous throughout the research project and in all 
subsequent documentation and publications that emerge from the study. Please be aware, though, that your 
colleagues may be able to identify you in research outputs, despite the removal of identifying information. This 
is due to the high degree of familiarity of some colleagues with each other’s work practices or personal 
idiosyncrasies. For this reason, you are encouraged to only reveal information (e.g. in interviews or 
conversations with the researcher) that you would be comfortable sharing with your colleagues.  
 
Ethical Guidelines 
This study adheres to the guidelines of the ethical review process of The University of Queensland. Whilst you 
are free to discuss your participation in this study with the researcher (details below), if you would like to speak 
to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the University Ethics Officer on 3365 
3924. 
 
Results of Project 
This research will contribute to the researcher’s PhD candidature with the University of Queensland. Results will 
be written up in the form of a thesis and subsequent research articles  to be submitted to academic journals. 
[Branch] will also receive a copy of these outputs along with a report summarising key findings. Please advise 
the research team if you would like to receive feedback once the study has concluded. 
 
Further Information or any Problems 
If you require further information or if you have any problems concerning this project, you can contact the 
following:  
 
Mr Andrew Clarke 
PhD Candidate 
Phone:  (07) 3365 3236 
Email:  a.clarke4@uq.edu.au 
A/Prof Lynda Cheshire 
Primary academic supervisor 
Phone: (07) 3365 2383 
Email:  l.cheshire@uq.edu.au 
Dr Michelle Brady 
Academic supervisor 
Phone:  (07) 3365 2021 
Email:  m.brady2@uq.edu.au 
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Participant Consent Form 
Administering customers: a study of local government compliance services 
Investigators:   
Mr Andrew Clarke, PhD Candidate, School of Social Science, the University of Queensland 
 
I have read, and I understand, the Participant Information Sheet. 
 
I freely agree to participate in this interview / shadowing (please circle) according to the conditions in the 
Participant Information Sheet.  
 
I understand that I will not be given reimbursement for participation.  
 
I will be given a copy of the Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form to keep.  
 
If I am participating in an interview, I agree to it being tape recorded. 
 
I understand that the researchers will not reveal my identity or personal details if information about this project 
is published or presented in any public form.   
 
I am aware that I am free to withdraw from the study without penalty.  
 
Participant’s Name (printed) ……………………………………………….……………………………………………… 
 
Signature    ……………………….………………………………………… Date    …………………....………… 
 
Declaration by researcher: I have given a verbal explanation of the research project, its procedures and risks, 
and I believe that the participant has understood that explanation. 
 
Researcher’s Name (printed) ……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Signature    ………………………….………………………………………… Date    ………………………………… 
 
Note: All parties signing the Consent Form must date their own signature. 
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Appendix B: First response letter for amenity complaints 
Re: Amenity Complaint at [alleged offender’s address] 
Reference:  
The reason for this letter is to make you aware that Council has received a complaint that the above 
property may have <<Free Text Field>>. 
Council is seeking to inform you of the issue, and provide you with the opportunity to take action to 
fix the problem.  Attached is information which may be of assistance. 
Please  check  the  property  to  make  sure  there  are  no  unsightly  objects,  materials or vegetation.  
If these objects are present, please arrange for their removal within 14 days from the date of this letter. 
If further complaints are received, an officer will conduct an inspection of the property and if the 
matter has not been addressed, further action may need to be taken. 
For more information about overgrown land and unsightly vegetation, visit the Council website on 
[web address removed]. If you would like to discuss this matter further, or have recently sold this 
property, please phone Council on [phone number removed] and inform the consultant. 
Thank you for your cooperation in this matter. 
Yours sincerely 
 
<<Free Text Field>> 
 
[PTO]  
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
QUESTIONS ANSWERS 
What does the Local Law say about 
unsightly objects, materials or 
vegetation? 
S19 (1) of the Health, Safety and Amenity Local Law 
states: 
An owner of land must not - 
(a) bring on to the land; or 
(b) allow to remain on the land; or 
(c) allow to accumulate on the land; or 
(d) place on the land; any objects, materials or vegetation 
which, in the opinion of an authorised person, are 
unsightly or not in accordance with the amenity of the 
locality in which the land is located. 
What are some examples of objects, 
materials or vegetation which may be 
unsightly or not in accordance with the 
amenity of the locality? 
• Overgrown land (e.g. long grass, weeds, overgrown and 
unattended/untidy gardens); 
• Broken down vehicles and car bodies; 
• Scrap machinery or machinery parts; 
• Discarded bottles, containers or packaging; and 
• Dilapidated or unsightly building hoardings. 
What happens if I just recently cleaned up 
my property and have no unsightly objects, 
materials or vegetation on my property? 
Take no further action and disregard this letter. This is a 
courtesy letter only. 
What if Ihave just sold the property or I am 
no longer the owner? 
Please make contact with the officer whose name appears on 
the front page of this letter. 
Will this letter stay on my property file 
record? 
No - this is a courtesy letter only. 
What if my property has been flood affected 
and Iam still in the process of a full clean up? 
Please make contact with the officer whose name appears 
on the front page of this letter . Council understands that 
the floods have caused a great deal of hardship and will be able 
to answer the more specific questions or make 
special concessions where appropriate. 
What if my property is rented out? Check with your property manager that the property is being 
maintained or take a drive past yourself and inspect it from the 
roadside. 
What if Ilive interstate or overseas and 
cannot easily visit the property? 
Check with your property manager that the property is being 
maintained. If your property is vacant consider engaging a 
contractor to regularly maintain the property. Often vacant 
properties can attract illegal dumping activities. 
What happens if I have unsightly objects, 
materials or vegetation on my property 
and decide to do nothing? 
After 14 days and on receipt of a second complaint, 
Council may conduct an inspection. If there is an issue, you 
may be issued with a Compliance Notice. 
What if my property is currently a 
construction site or my place of business and 
by nature of the activities on site could be 
considered unsightly? 
Please make contact with the officer whose name appears on 
the front page of this letter and discuss the circumstances. As 
you can appreciate each complaint is different. By discussing 
the nature of the complaint with 
the Council officer both parties will be able to gain a better 
understanding of the issues and work toward a resolution. 
How does Council calculate the 14 day time 
period mentioned on the front of the letter? 
Additional days are given by Council from the date on the front 
of the letter to allow for postage delivery time. This will ensure 
you will be given the full 14 days to taken any action needed. 
What if I have protected vegetation on my 
property and/or there are overgrown 
Council trees and vegetation? 
The  Natural Assets  Local Law  places restrictions on 
interference with protected vegetation on both private and 
Council property. Please contact Council's Environmental 
Management Team on before interfering with 
any protected vegetation. 
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Dear Neighbour 
 
You may not be aware that your dog barks a lot which is intruding on my day-to-day activity.   
Council suggests I contact you as the first step, to raise my concern and ask you to make some changes to fix 
this situation so we can avoid a formal complaint process.   
 
Generally, your dog has barked/howled during the following days and times: 
 
Days and times: _______________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
This appears to happen when: 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Other information: 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attached is a fact sheet from Council which may help identify why your dog barks so much and possible 
solutions to reduce or stop the barking. 
 
For more detailed information and tips on how to stop excessive barking you can visit [Council’s web address 
removed] and search ‘barking dogs’ in the search menu. 
 
Please assist by working with your dog to stop the excessive barking. 
 
Regards 
Your Neighbour 
 
 
 
